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When History says, don’t hope,
On this side of the grave.
But then, once in a lifetime
The longed-for tidal wave
Of justice can rise up,
And hope and history rhyme
Seamus Heaney, The Cure at Troy

Contents
Introduction ................................................................................................... i
Adjuncts and Contingent Hires .................................................................. 1
From Great Universities to "Knowledge Factories": Another American
Institution in Decline ........................................................................... 2
Adjuncts and Contingent Hires: Do Not Force Them Apart ...................... 3
Gig University ............................................................................................ 7
GIGO University ........................................................................................ 8
Uber, Adjuncts and Exploitation: The Same Old Thing (Let's Fight!) ......11
Beloit College ...............................................................................................15
The Road Taken ........................................................................................15
“Manliness” at Beloit College… and “Disgrace” in America ...................19
Watching the Gate .....................................................................................22
Barriers and Gates: More Discussion ........................................................24
The Business of Education..........................................................................29
"Data Driven Instruction" ..........................................................................30
"Badges? We don't need no stinkin' badges!" ............................................31
PolicyDirect: Educational Policy Research for Dummies? ......................32
Why the Business Model Doesn't Work for Education .............................35
What Will the Student-Loan Crisis Mean for Colleges? ...........................36
Collapsing "Corporate" Education ............................................................38
In Decline or Under Attack?: American Higher Education Today ...........39
The Crisis in Higher Education? ...............................................................42
Real Education Need Not Be Only for the Elite ........................................44
Experts and Adjuncts: The New Model for Higher Education .................46
Big Academia? Or the Death of Academics ..............................................48
Sham Admissions and The Sham Meritocracy ..........................................50
Education in the Corporate Oz ..................................................................52
“It Can’t Happen Here?” Maybe, for Education, It Already Has ..............54
The City University of New York ..............................................................57
Pathways to a Flexible Core ......................................................................57

CUNY Pathways: "Reform & Rigor"? ...................................................... 60
CUNY Pathways and Faculty Governance ............................................... 61
Dialoguing CUNY Pathways... Or, at Least, Trying ................................. 63
The Judgment of Writing .......................................................................... 68
Curriculum .................................................................................................. 73
The Service Literature Provides ................................................................ 74
Why Take Composition Courses? ............................................................. 76
Humanities, Heal Yourselves .................................................................... 78
‘Distant Reading’ English Syllabi ............................................................. 80
‘I Sing the Body Electric’: Bob Dylan, the Nobel Prize and Academic Silos
............................................................................................................ 82
Becoming Interdisciplinary ....................................................................... 84
Bust the Disciplines! ................................................................................. 85
The Humanities: Dusk or Dawn? .............................................................. 87
Diversity in the Classroom ......................................................................... 91
Academic Self-Evaluation ......................................................................... 91
Studying "Whiteness" Threatens Whites? ................................................. 92
Theme for English 401 .............................................................................. 94
Racism 101: Why We Need Courses on "Whiteness" ............................... 96
Listening As the Key to Diversity ............................................................. 97
The Keller Method and Real Learning ................................................... 101
No More Teachers? ................................................................................. 101
When Will They Ever Learn? .................................................................. 103
The Physical College ............................................................................... 105
Flexibility and Pedagogy ......................................................................... 107
Broadening Teaching .............................................................................. 109
One Possible Way for Improving Higher Education ............................... 110
Making the Future .................................................................................... 115
Renovating Academia ............................................................................. 115
Renovating Academia, Part II ................................................................. 118
Renovating Academia, Part III ................................................................ 121
Renovating Academia, Part IV ................................................................ 124
Renovating Academia, Part V ................................................................. 126

Online, Digital and For-Profit Education—And the Digital Humanities
............................................................................................................131
Trouble in the Education "Business" .......................................................132
Field of Dreams: Academic Edition ........................................................134
Using Blogs for Research and Writing in the Humanities ......................135
More on Blogging as a Research Component .........................................137
Faducation? The MOOC .........................................................................138
The Logical End of For-Profit, Online Education ...................................141
More MOOCs, More… What? ................................................................142
Am I Feeling Frustrated? You Betcha .....................................................144
Is the Exploitation of Education Coming to an End? ..............................146
Big Data versus the Faculty (and Close Reading) ...................................147
'Punch with Care' .....................................................................................149
"Automation, Automation, Automation" .................................................152
Oh, the Humanities!.................................................................................155
Let’s Move Away from the Digital Classroom .......................................156
Outcomes, Assessment and Standards ....................................................159
Education: The Circle Game ...................................................................159
Make Motivation First .............................................................................161
The Wrong Standards ..............................................................................163
So, How DO You Measure Writing? .......................................................164
Testing and the Wisdom of Crowds ........................................................165
Diane Ravitch: The Virtue of Admitting Error .......................................167
Just What Are We Assessing? (Sigh) ......................................................169
Assessing a Dynamic ...............................................................................170
The Outcome of Assessment ...................................................................171
This Is Just A Test… ...............................................................................172
The Assessment Myth .............................................................................177
Beyond Standards ....................................................................................178
Assessing the ‘Outcomes’ .......................................................................180
Fighting Outcomes ..................................................................................182
A Modest, Non-Satiric Proposal ..............................................................185
Paulo Freire and B. F. Skinner ................................................................187

Paulo Freire and B. F. Skinner: A Slight Introduction ............................ 187
Skinner and Freire, Continued ................................................................. 189
Freire and Skinner: A Third Time ........................................................... 191
Freire and Skinner, Once Again .............................................................. 192
Skinner, Freire... and Ravitch .................................................................. 194
Testing Can Never Suffice ...................................................................... 196
Peer Review and Academic Publishing .................................................. 199
The Myth of Peer Review—And Helping Make Academic Gatekeeping
Work in Digital Environments ......................................................... 199
Why Keep Academic Journals As They Have Been?.............................. 202
Remodeling Academic Journals .............................................................. 203
Academic Audiences ............................................................................... 205
Avant-Garde, Kitsch, the Two Cultures, and Academic Publishing ....... 206
The Value of the Publication ................................................................... 209
Peer Review: Make It Transparent .......................................................... 210
Booksellers' Delight ................................................................................ 212
Procedures, Protocols and Presumption ................................................ 215
Politics and the Classroom ...................................................................... 215
Knowledge, Experience, and Viswanathan ............................................. 217
Plagiarism: “They’ve Always Done It” ................................................... 218
Levels of Plagiarism ................................................................................ 220
“Discussion” in a Faculty Office ............................................................. 222
On Protocol ............................................................................................. 227
Plagiarism: Honestly! .............................................................................. 229
Discussion in a Faculty Office, Part II .................................................... 231
Bowing to the ‘Quality’ ........................................................................... 233
Can We Move Beyond Our RPT Assumptions? ..................................... 235
The Professor Profession .......................................................................... 239
Where "Academic Freedom" Belongs ..................................................... 240
Academic Freedom: Naïve and Circumscribed ....................................... 242
A Naive and Sentimental Professor ......................................................... 246
Discussing Education... Can We, Please? ............................................... 247
Articles I Never Should Have Read, #1093............................................. 249

Academic Blogging As a Career Move ...................................................250
Why Ph.D.s Should Teach College Students ...........................................252
Teach or Perish ........................................................................................256
Expand Tenure, Don’t Weaken It ............................................................257
Professional Status and Academic Freedom: Bridging the Gaps ............259
The Faculty: “Speed Bumps to Progress”? ..............................................261
Faculty as “Service Providers”? ..............................................................263
Partisan Politics and Academic Freedom ................................................264
Against Grants .........................................................................................267
“Relying on Women, Not Rewarding Them” ..........................................269
Abusing the Idea of Tenure .....................................................................271
Continuing Assumptions About Aging ...................................................273
Faculty Responsibility in the Public Sphere ............................................274
On the Tenured and Teaching .................................................................276
A “Voluntary Mandatory” Retirement? ...................................................278
Research and Discussion...........................................................................281
Stifling Discourse in Academia ...............................................................281
Academic Commons ...............................................................................283
Theory and Knowledge ...........................................................................284
The Changes Around Us..........................................................................285
Anti-Intellectualism: A Continuing American Legacy ............................287
Is Anybody Home? ..................................................................................288
Responding to Right-Wing Hate—But Not in Kind ................................289
Can We Reverse the Trend? ....................................................................293
Students ......................................................................................................295
Are Databases Killing Student Research? ...............................................295
On Conservative Student Writers ............................................................297
Start Where the Student Is .......................................................................301
“Objectivity” As a Barrier to Education: Teaching
Intellectual
Responsibility and the Role of the Citizen .......................................303
Society, Education, and John Dewey ......................................................315
Let’s Move to Student “Doing” Instead of “Buying” ..............................318
Countering the Corporate Con .................................................................320

For Students............................................................................................. 322
Reclaiming the Value of the Humanities ................................................. 325
Student Agency ....................................................................................... 328
On Stars and What They Eat ................................................................... 330
Faculty and Student Retention................................................................. 332
Teaching ..................................................................................................... 335
On the Teaching of Writing, No. 1 .......................................................... 335
On the Teaching of Writing, No. 2 .......................................................... 337
"Correcting" Freshman Composition ...................................................... 339
“Fallacies” About Freshman Composition .............................................. 344
Why I Teach ............................................................................................ 345
Can We Educate Ourselves to Educate?.................................................. 348
Flexibility ................................................................................................ 351
But Why Do We Bash Teachers? ............................................................ 353
Whaddya Do About Bad Teachers? ........................................................ 355
School of Teaching Without Teaching .................................................... 356
The School of Teaching Without Teaching, Part II ................................. 358
Learning, Teaching, and Talking ............................................................. 359
Neil Postman Always Rings Twice ......................................................... 361
The Death of the Mentor ......................................................................... 362
Expansive Teaching Versus the Assembly Line ..................................... 364
Scholar Activism As Practice .................................................................. 365
Politics and Education ............................................................................. 367
Making Us More Effective, Together...................................................... 370
‘Paypers’ Won’t Disappear–Not Until Faculty Reappear ...................... 372
In Praise of the Unheralded ..................................................................... 373
Conclusion ................................................................................................. 377
“Presence”: In Education, That’s the Real Key to Success .................... 377
Index........................................................................................................... 381

Introduction
01/27/20
Hope for the future of education rests with the teachers and the students. If
they are provided the support they need and request, education improves. When
things turn upside down, when various constituencies of society start telling schools
what education is for (rather than trusting that the benefits of education will accrue
to them, that being the nature of education) and how it should be done, education
falters. This is particularly true in the United States, where the system of education,
speaking most generally, promotes diversity of thought and exposure, narrowing
focus to particular goals slowly and only as students approach graduation. Narrowing from without only constricts.
When American education succeeds, top-down control is at a minimum, administrators, funders, politicians, and even parents keeping watch but from a distance, only interfering with the cooperation of teachers—and even students. Doing
so requires a great deal of confidence in teachers, something that has been torn down
in recent years, and concentrated support for their training and for their economic
well-being. It requires confidence in students, seeing them as individuals struggling
to emerge and not as uncooperative clay resisting being formed.
When this happens—and I hope, all evidence to the contrary, that it still can—
American education continues to serve the nation and the world well.
*****
When I returned to teaching, it was on a part-time basis. I saw what I was doing
only as a means of picking up a few extra bucks. It was August of 2001 and my store
wasn’t making much money; I wanted to ease the crunch brought on by the downturn in the wake of the dot-com boom. Issues of higher education had been far from
my thoughts. I was happy dealing with customers, suppliers and employees; certainly, I wasn’t looking for an academic career.
That would change over the next three years. No, that would change over the
next few weeks. I had taken on courses at two colleges, Pratt Institute in Fort Green
and New York City College of Technology in downtown Brooklyn, both within
walking distance from my store. At City Tech, I was teaching a developmentalwriting course, an intensive one meeting five hours a week in two blocks starting at
8:30 in the morning in a classroom looking out toward the junction of Tillary Street
and Flatbush Avenue at the entrance to the Manhattan Bridge. On a Tuesday soon
after the start of the term, we started to hear sirens and I could see fire engines begin
to cluster at the intersection. I thought there must be a big fire at the old Navy Yard
or in Vinegar Hill or DUMBO and kept to the task at hand. At 9:45, I stopped for
the scheduled break. Students took out their cell phones and turned them on. All
started beeping; we quickly learned about the planes crashing into the twin towers.
Two students, in the National Guard, asked permission to hurry to what would
quickly be known as Ground Zero. I granted it and scurried up to the department
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office. No one knew what to do. I ran back down to where the students were still
waiting and cancelled class.
Getting work done in such a situation would have been an impossibility.
Getting schoolwork done, that it.
Nevertheless, we learned a great deal, my students and I, over the next few
weeks. The students about how to be better learners and I about better teaching and
the limits around the classroom.
Though I still hear people saying that politics should never enter the classroom
and that teachers must stick to their subject matter, narrowly defined, it had been
forced on me that classroom walls are fragile, that they cannot keep the “real world”
out. And I was starting to learn something that would be part of the draw bringing
me to an academic career: I hate being asleep to the world.
Like so many do, I had become complacent. In the wake of 9/11, I wanted to
wake up. By becoming more involved in academia, in learning, I quickly saw, I
could roust myself up through exposure to a community of learners, of people striving to understand, and solve, the problems of the world.
I should have known this—after all, my father was a college professor. But I
did not. But my entry, I soon found, was not simply into a land of wonders and
explorations. Instead, I discovered myself wandering like Alice in a land of fiefdoms
and turf wars, of petty disputes, incessant bullying and self-deception.
But I loved it there. So, I set out to change it.
If I haven’t been particularly successful in that (and I haven’t), it is not for
want of effort. But, almost two decades later, I still have hope.
*****
During the June 2017 annual meeting of the American Association of University Professors (AAUP) annual meeting, I presented a paper, “Is Jerry Farber’s 1967
Polemic on Student Rights Still Relevant?” This revised version provides an introduction to my own evolution, such as it has been, of understanding of the roles of
teachers and students:
The 1960s, the time of my youth, was a time different from ours today, with
different views on words. The hit musical The Fantasticks, for example, once contained a signature song centered around the word “rape.” If one were to see it
today, one would find the word replaced by “pay.” It is not my desire to enter into
a debate over words here, but ideas. So, while I am discussing Jerry Farber’s problematic essay first published in the Los Angeles Free Press in 1967, I am more circumspect in using its title than I certainly was fifty years ago. In this talk, I don’t
use the word he chose for making a provocative point—though it is one à propos
then and now.
As a senior in high school in 1968 and 1969, I published—well, that might be
too strong a word: I typed up mimeograph stencils and printed copies on an old
machine I’d bought for ten dollars—a small underground newspaper called Bullit.
We managed two issues, I think. Along with poems, typos, essays on the draft and
whatever else interested me and the one or two others involved, I reprinted at least
part of Farber’s essay on the place of the student in American society.
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I’m reminded of Farber every day now that I have passed to the other side,
becoming a teacher. He wrote:
At Cal State where I teach, the students have separate
and unequal dining facilities. If I bring a student into the faculty dining room, my colleagues get uncomfortable, as though
there were a bad smell…. In at least one building there are
even rest rooms which students may not use. Also there is an
unwritten law barring student-faculty lovemaking. Fortunately, this anti-miscegenation law, like its Southern counterpart, is not 100 per cent effective.
Farber wrote to shock: His words still do, and his comparison is exaggerated.
His point, however, whether we agree with it or not, remains as relevant today as it
was fifty years ago. Where I teach, few faculty members ever eat in the student cafeteria and students are a rare sight in the faculty lounge. The restrooms for faculty
operate by keys that students do not possess. The divide between the social and sexual lives of students and faculty is, if anything, even broader today than in was in
the sixties. And, as Farber wrote, we still tell students:
what to read, what to write, and frequently, where to set the
margins on his typewriter. [We] tell him what’s true and what
isn’t. Some teachers insist that they encourage dissent but
they’re almost always lying and every student knows it. Tell
The Man what he wants to hear or he’ll fail you.
Ouch.
If there has been progress, it has been small—and has brought with it its own
problems. These were vividly illustrated in 2017 in a too public dispute between a
student and a teacher at the University of Tennessee at Knoxville. The student objected to a point made by the professor. The upshot was that the teacher got fired or
retired. If the accounts I have seen are correct (they generally correspond to the
student’s point of view, for she has been quite outspoken while the teacher is now
silent)—and I fear they might be—the instructor’s relief from teaching duties was
appropriate, though perhaps it was not done by the appropriate method.
The student saw the conflict in terms of race, but I think it was really about the
student/teacher relationship as Farber saw it, one that is sometimes so similar to
racism that the two can appear to be indistinguishable.
Race, though, certainly enters into the Tennessee question, for it was a question relating to race that set the whole thing off. The student wrote of a discussion
with her teacher:
Before letting me speak, she spent 3 minutes flipping
through various books and citing sociologists who didn’t explicitly mention the destruction of family bonds. She offered
me books to read adding statements such as, “This book would
be good for you to read. I believe it’s $6 so I could buy it for
you if you’d like.” When I was finally given the opportunity
to speak, I began outlining why her question diminishes the
iii

impacts of slavery. My Professor interrupted me to state that
this was an impossibility because she has spent her whole life
fighting for minorities. Predictably, she was reverting back to
the ole “I’ve got black friends” defensive rhetoric.
Visibly frustrated, my Professor continued to interject
with gems including: “I have taught thousands of black students and I have never had anyone disagree with how I cover
this”, “You’re talking to someone who has spent their entire
life fighting for people of diversity and marched with my
Black brothers and sisters”, and even “I went to an integrated
Kindergarten when I was 6 and I thought it was normal!” To
which I responded, “So I can’t ask a question about the quiz?”
My professor replied, “You can ask me whatever you damn
well please but I have never in my life had a student question
my knowledge!” (“Beware of Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing:
The Tale of A Progressive Professor Who Forgot To Hide Her
Racism And Got Her Ass Fired” by Kayla Renee Parker,
posted on mystudentvoices.com on 06/06/17)
I believe the student, if for no other reason than that I’ve heard such sentiments
expressed by faculty hundreds of times. We continue to patronize students, just as
teachers have done for generations.
*****
The difference between 1967 and 2017 may not be that the student situation
has improved but that the faculty situation has worsened. Claims that administrations now have students’ backs, often false on careful examination, are too often
also simply boasts that administrators have reduced the power of faculty.
The two constituencies that should have the most say in the running of our
universities have been reduced to bickering and backstabbing, to the benefit only of
administration. The University of Tennessee student is wrong to celebrate the dismissal of her teacher—and her teacher was wrong to refuse to engage with the student’s claim, no matter how contentious. They were both reacting to cultural visions
of the places of students and faculty that need to change, visions that do, in fact, as
Farber argues, have at least a surface similarity to racial assumptions about African Americans and European Americans.
Though Farber exaggerates what is admittedly a temporary state for students
that cannot be compared to the permanent position of blacks in a continuingly racist
society, the point he makes has to be addressed if real change in education is going
to occur. It hasn’t been addressed and little change has happened over the halfcentury since he wrote.
Though the professor in Tennessee may indeed have been planning on retiring,
many of us on the faculty live in fear of secretive processes that can trump even
tenure, university lawyers justifying star-chamber-like inquisitions and judgements
through concern for the privacy of student “victims,” itself a concept descended
from Farber’s contention, a conception of students as in need of protection against
powerful and racist whites—I mean, faculty.
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Protection, though, doesn’t necessarily help the supposedly protected. As Malcolm X said:
One of the first things I think young people, especially
nowadays, should learn is how to see for yourself and listen
for yourself and think for yourself. Then you can come to an
intelligent decision for yourself. If you form the habit of going
by what you hear others say about someone, or going by what
others think about someone, instead of searching that thing out
for yourself and seeing for yourself, you will be walking west
when you think you're going east, and you will be walking east
when you think you're going west.
The holds true in the classroom—and that faculty resist also holds true. So
does running to another for protection rather than standing up for yourself, which
is what today’s administrators are encouraging students to do.
It enhances power of administrators, not students. It demeans the faculty.
I understand all of the rationales for instituting protective strategies for students. What I don’t understand is the willingness to put them in place without examining the underlying questions as to why these protections are needed. We single
out the individual perpetrators of wrongs against students and punish them, but
never look to the system that is also responsible for creating the repressive environment of many college (and high-school) campuses. Instead of benefitting students
as a whole, the new systems only consolidate power in the hands of administrators
through the tools wielded by their lawyers.
And through sex.
Farber wrote that “you can add sexual repression to the list of causes, along
with vanity fear and will to power, that turn the teacher into Mr. Charlie.” A lot of
what he said about sex would appall people today, but he is right that sex is being
turned into a repressive tool, against both students and faculty, even if sometimes
for the right reasons.
The result, again, has been a disempowerment of both faculty and students,
though the students, like that one in Tennessee who is proud of what she sees as her
responsibility for the firing of her teacher, often react like Shakespeare’s Caliban:
'Ban, 'Ban, Ca-caliban
Has a new master. Get a new man.
Freedom, high-day, high-day, freedom, freedom, highday, freedom!
But it’s not freedom at all when you cause the firing of an overseer, just, as
Shakespeare intimates, a new master.
Why is this encouraged? Why is student discontent directed in certain channels
only? Why? Because, as Farber wrote:
Students, like black people, have immense unused power. They could, theoretically, insist on participating in their own education. They could make academic
freedom bilateral. They could teach their teachers to thrive on love and admiration
v

rather than on fear and respect, and to lay down their weapons. Students could
discover community…. They could make coloring books out of the catalogs and they
could put the grading system in a museum.
They could raze one set of walls and let life come blowing into the classroom.
They could turn the classroom into a "field of action" as Peter Marin describes it,
and they could study for the best of all possible reasons—their own resources.
That scares administrators even more than it does faculty, many of whom have
at heart a secret desire for students to rise up for their own rights—and who will
support them, if that ever happens.
Administrators know this. And, students of Machiavelli and realpolitik, they
understand the value of ‘divide and conquer.’ That’s exactly what they are doing
when they say they are acting to “protect” students. Administrators are, when it
comes down to it, no more interested in the students as anything other than sources
of income and power than slave owners were of the African-Americans they dominated and used, too. In both cases, it’s the system that needs—or needed—changing,
not the individual instances.
How? First, faculty cannot continue to react to students from positions of authority. We are different from students and have spent much more time on our studies, but that doesn’t mean students cannot point out our errors. We need to listen
and to be willing to be wrong, recognizing that error does not erode our authority.
We need to treat students as adults and, in that sense, our equals, and we need to
insist that administrators do so, too. We also need to work to change our educational
structures from their long-term adherence to the centrality of the classroom. Most
learning takes place elsewhere. How do we best take advantage of that?
Students, for their part, might want to stop seeing faculty as the enemy. We
teach to assist their education, not impede it. Just as faculty should, students should
back off from confrontation, taking on the harder work of discussion—itself the
heart of education. It is here where Farber is most wrong: student positions vis-àvis educational institutions are not analogous to that of slaves or the victims of Jim
Crow. Yes, students can be exploited, just as faculty can be, but the dynamic of the
educational institutions is quite different from that of a Louisiana cotton plantation.
The product, after all, is the students themselves, and that gives them power that no
slave and no African American in a racist society has.
The basis of my hope for education is that I have faith that students and faculty
still can rise up and take control of the educational system for their own benefit.
*****
A fascinating part of the process of preparing these blog posts as a book has
been their topical and temporal nature, snapshots of particular issues at particular
times. Most of the posts I do not include are on issues that I may have been passionate about once but that have receded as others developed. Yet, there are also strong
lines connecting posts from any year with any other.
Blogs, like social media in general, encourage repetition. Something unseen
quickly remains unseen unless reiterated. We have points to make and anecdotes
and images to support them. We rework our earlier tellings in what becomes a fascinating exercise in the development of argument and, unfortunately, of the
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ossification of our ideas. Though it would be fascinating to study this, my purpose
here is to collect my ideas and observations concerning education and not so much
to trace their development or the evolution of my arguments. So, I have left out a
great deal that I see, looking back, is essentially a repetition of what has been written
in earlier posts or would be reiterated in later ones.
Though I have kept the original dates on these posts, some of them have been
extensively refined. Sometimes, my views have matured and changed; sometimes,
I did not express myself well. The originals can be found at onefleweast.net or academeblog.org.
My few italicized additions are simply there because I felt a particular topic or
post needed just a little bit more….
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Adjuncts and Contingent Hires
Most tenured or tenure-track professors can claim to have been adjuncts.
Technically, they were when, as graduate students, they taught a course or two each
semester. By the same token, they were usually, once or twice, contingent hires,
taken on in “visiting” positions to fill needs, for example, while searches for “permanent” faculty were conducted—and while they were ‘on the market’ themselves.
As a result, many on the faculty believe they know more about the state of
adjunct and contingent academic work than they actually do. They see the status of
“adjunct’ and “visiting” as low rungs on a ladder that all must climb on their way
to success. Those stuck on these rungs have failed in some way, to this line of
thought, so aren’t deserving of consideration as professional peers.
The woes of adjuncts and contingent hires go far beyond the indignities heaped
upon them by their full-time fellows. To live as an adjunct requires accepting pay
that can feel punitively low and a life that allows little room for pedagogical development or the research and writing that could lead to a stable position or, for some
a terminal degree (I am not talking about full-time graduate students, here). The
adjuncts, local gypsies flitting from campus to campus, don’t have it much worse
than the contingent hires, who often find themselves relocating every year or two by
necessity and in hopes of finding something that will lead to permanent employment.
Generally given a larger teaching load than their permanent compatriots, they (like
adjuncts) are hard pressed to complete the work of scholarship that will catch the
eyes of hiring committees.
With the tightening of budgets for faculty salaries, adjuncts and contingents
have become a permanent academic underclass without the privileges of the fulltime elite or, for the most part, the possibility of advancement. Many administrators
are quite happy with this. Not only is the underclass cheaper, but it is easier to
manage. Furthermore, a rump full-time faculty can be tasked with coordinating the
adjuncts and contingents, loading more work on them without abrogating contractual perquisites. In this way, both full-timers and part-timers are kept too busy to
raise too much of a ruckus—or so administrators (probably unconsciously) hope.
If we as a faculty in its entirety don’t start addressing the inequities engendered by the casualization of our profession, fighting not only to protect tenure but
to expand it, fighting for the same rights, resources, pay and benefits for all faculty
(which would make casualization less of an attractive alternative to increased permanent and full-time hiring), the trend we’ve seen over the past decades will pick
up speed. The model of the for-profit “colleges” will become the norm, faculty reduced to temporary, at-will employees in a gig economy.
That will serve very few well and will reduce American higher education to
the second-rate—and will further stratify it. The elite, after all, will still want their
children educated by real professors in face-to-face settings, and will pay for it. For
the rest, a distant approximation of real education will suffice.

We can fight that, but we need to bring that struggle more firmly and publicly
into the wider (though reeling from other defeats) labor movement and to aggressively demonstrate the value of the system of broad and strong higher education,
from community colleges on up, that developed during the last half of the twentieth
century.
I hope we can succeed.

From Great Universities to "Knowledge Factories":
Another American Institution in Decline
02/06/15
Thomas Frank, perhaps best known for What's the Matter with Kansas?, an
examination of America's new conservatism, has an article in Salon dated 12/14/14,
"The New Republic, the torture report, and the TED talks geniuses who gutted journalism." Toward the end, he writes this:
The new press lord’s deeds are all made possible by the
shrinking significance of everyone else. Compared to the patois of power, the language of journalism is but meaningless
babble. Compared to once having been a friend of Zuckerberg, no form of literary genius matters any more. Compared
to the puissance and majesty of the CIA, we amount to nothing. We are playthings of the powerful, churned out by the millions every year from the nation’s knowledge factories. We are
zeroes to their ones, ready to rationalize monopoly or rectal
hydration at a moment’s notice.
We've been through all of this before, though Frank doesn't write about that.
The late 19th century press barons such as William Randolph Hearst also reduced
almost everyone and everything else to insignificance (that's the rationale for his
San Simeon estate—its grandeur reduced even Hollywood stars to bit players).
What's different today is that, after a century of progress toward providing real and
substantial security for the majority of Americans we are returning to an age of
insecurity, not moving farther from it. After building the possibilities of careers with
stability in all sorts of fields (including journalism and academia, the two I want to
talk about here), we are moving toward emphasis on the freelance, the contingent,
the (to put it the way corporations like to) consultant. Today, we are both those who
are churned out and those who do the churning—all without resistance. All of us, in
the eyes of the new elite, are quickly and easily replaceable.
Frank, in applauding the mass resignation of the staff of The New Republic
recently in response to changes being made by a new, rich owner with no background in journalism (Hearst, to give him his due, at least learned the business he
bought rather than just "managing" it from the stratosphere—though he, too, completely revamped his first newspaper for a new age), also calls the act “'Hopeless”
because, as The New York Times noted in a story about the changes at TNR,
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'freelance writers are in abundant supply' these days." This, Frank goes on to say, is
the real story, writing that "It has been obvious for some time that the great age of
magazine journalism is coming to an end." For there to be great writers, there needs
to be at least the possibility of stability of place and of income (see Virginia Woolf
on this, in "A Room of One's Own" and "The Three Guineas").
But Frank is too narrow. It is not only the age of great magazine journalism
that is ending, so is the age of great American universities (among other things)—
and for somewhat the same reason. When the factory model is imposed, articles and
graduates are but widgets and the workers are much the same, identical and easily
replaceable. If part of the problem with magazines today is reliance on freelance
writers, the same holds true for universities—where up to three-quarters of undergraduate courses are taught by contingent (basically freelance) instructors. As Frank
writes, to understand this:
we would do well to take our rapidly polarizing class system
into account—the insane arrangements that allow tycoons to
buy presidential campaigns while journalists and intellectuals
become glorified temps.
He leaves out universities, but they are being bought and sold today, too (look
at the outsized influence of the Koch brothers, who increasingly have a say in who
is hired in academic programs they fund). The professors have less and less influence, to the point where the former Chancellor of the City University of New York
Matthew Goldstein could write to the CUNY community that "governance of the
University on all matters rests with the Board of Trustees." The owners, to the members of the new American elite, are the only ones who count.
As Frank writes, "they are geniuses—everyone tells them so."

Adjuncts and Contingent Hires: Do Not Force Them
Apart
08/22/15
A bit more than a decade ago, I took on my first full-time higher-ed teaching
job in the US (I had spent two years much earlier—in the 1980s—as a Fulbright
Fellow teaching in West Africa). I had taught as an adjunct at a number of different
schools over the years and I thought this would be a real step up.
It was not.
Though I liked my new colleagues quite a bit, I was not a member of the club.
After all, I was only a contingent hire, someone who would soon be gone. Though
invited to department meetings, I was not expected to contribute to the running of
the department, to course development, to anything other than what went on in my
classroom. In these respects, I was, essentially, the adjunct I’d earlier been—but
with a better office.
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Still, I was not an adjunct. My pay was better, as were my benefits. There were
other differences. Unlike an adjunct, for one thing, I could not expect to stay beyond
two or three years. Yet, as a contingent hire I was no more of an academic professional—in the eyes of the institution—than was an adjunct.
My experience was not unique. In fact, there really is little difference between
the way contingent hires and adjuncts are treated at most colleges and universities.
Neither is considered an important part of the professoriate by any college administration; neither is brought into the little bit of shared governance including faculty
that remains today.
So little is the difference between them, in this regard, that the two groups have
discovered a natural affinity and common cause. Today, as a result of their common
agitation, we rarely refer to the one group without the other.
Most of us, that is.
In a post yesterday on his personal blog (phillipmagness.com), “The Myth of
the 76% Adjunct Majority,” Phillip Magness, a historian and Academic Program
Director, Institute of Humane Studies, George Mason University claimed that,
“Thanks to poor and even reckless reporting, the term ‘contingent faculty’ is often
used interchangeably with claims about adjuncts.”
No one argues that three-fourths of all faculty are adjuncts–which is why I find
Magness’s title somewhat disingenuous. It is adjuncts and contingent hires together.
Magness is mistaking the affinity I mention for identity. Furthermore, the assumption behind his statement is that contingent hires have more in common with
tenured/tenure-track than with adjuncts. And that is just not true.
I have never seen the interchangeability of terms that Magness claims to see
used without clarification. And I doubt anyone involved with adjunct/contingent
advocacy would ever do so. The two groups are placed together not because they
are identical but because they face many of the same problems within the institutional structures of American higher education. Many of these are ones I have faced
in both situations: outsider status, the sense of being temporary, reduced access to
institutional resources, lack of due process is retention—hell, lack of academic freedom. Together, adjuncts and contingent hires become a faculty without the rights
and privileges tenured and tenure-track faculty have—rights and privileges that all
faculty should have.
The adjunct/contingent model is what many of the for-profit colleges and universities are built on, but it is not a good one, not for any faculty or any student. That
it is becoming the norm should scare all of us. We should not try to brush it off by
dividing the model in two as Magness does.
Magness finishes his post with this:
In short, relax. Traditional 4-year degree higher ed isn’t
descending into an adjunct death spiral where three quarters
of the faculty are also part time replacements for formerly full
time positions. If you take out the For-Profits and community
colleges, the adjunct totals are a comparatively tame rate of
only about a third of the faculty. And that rate, I submit, is
both a reasonable expectation and a beneficial one as it reflects on the use of adjuncts to augment and supplement
4

classroom offerings that are still very much situated amongst
a full time faculty core.
My fellow Academe blogger Martin Kich points out that there are many more
problems than the attempt to divide contingent and adjunct faculty with Magness’s
thinking leading up to his conclusion. In an email, he tells me:
(1) The statistics on adjunct faculty in 2005 were
not as accurate as they are now because no
one was committed to gathering and tracking
them. Those gathering data relied largely on
institutional reporting, which deliberately or
carelessly under-reported adjunct numbers
much more often than not.
(2) The data is ten years old, and given that the
Great Recession greatly impacted higher-ed
hiring, the difference between 61.5% being
contingent in 2005 and 70.5% being contingent now is really not all that great. There is
much evidence that a significant number of
tenure-track positions continue to be converted to full-time non-tenure-eligible lectureships and instructors.
(3) Despite the recession, administrative bloat has
continued to increase almost without interruption. So, given the sharp drops in state subsidies at most public institutions and fiscal constraints at most institutions, it’s no longer just
a surmise that more “savings” have been
squeezed from the instructional side of the
ledger.
(4) The stats show only a 1% increase in the total
of contingent faculty if non-profits are included. So those numbers are not distorting
things as much as the author claims–which is
not surprising since the for-profits at their
peak in 2012 did not have quite 10% of the total student enrollment.
(5) The institutional categories at the top of the list
not only are the most elite and expensive, but
they also serve the smallest percentage of students. Furthermore, this is a phenomenon that
is percolating up from the bottom through the
categories. So the very extensive exploitation
of adjuncts in the community colleges is now
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becoming more widespread at baccalaureate
institutions.
(6) Lastly, breaking down the categories–distinguishing the top tier from the second-, third-,
and fourth-tier institutions in each category–
would show very vividly that the institutions in
the bottom tiers, who are feeling the greatest
fiscal constraints, are now relying much more
extensively on part-time and full-time contingent faculty–showing, again, how this phenomenon is percolating upward from the bottom.
As a final point, I would add that Magness sees the numbers of adjuncts being
small at the top, at the high-profile research universities. While I have not been able
to confirm this, I suspect that these institutions do not report their graduate instructors as faculty of any sort—probably in part in fear of graduate-student attempts at
unionization. To all intents and purposes, however, these teachers are identical with
adjuncts within the institutional/instructional framework (though the arcs of their
careers may be different)—and are often treated just as badly.
I’m not sure why Magness wants to denigrate the movement to make adjuncts
and contingent hires fully part of the faculty. The “faculty core” he lauds really is
fast disappearing, all of his arguments to the contrary.
If we as members of the faculty don’t start acting as one faculty, instead of
allowing people like Magness to divide us into ever smaller and smaller (and less
powerful) groups, education in American is soon going to head into a steep decline.
One of the reasons the for-profit colleges and universities face problems is that they
have no respect for faculty—they don’t even have (no, they purposely avoid) that
“faculty core.”
Ultimately, the only way we are going to have a successful “faculty core” and
continuing success in American higher education is to make all faculty part of it.
Update: The more I think about Magness’s “faculty core” the more frustrated
I get. For the past fifty years, as I see it, the “faculty core” has been feckless as an
advocate of American higher education. Only recently have members of that “core”
begun to see that they need to do more than protect their steadily eroding prerogatives. It is those outside of the “core” that have been the best advocates of the best
of American education. That they are now finding their voice as a group is one of
the most heartening developments of the past decade.
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Gig University
04/01/16
There’s no point in continuing college and university structures as they have
existed for over a century. They’re too expensive, inefficient and poorly focused.
An entire culture has built up around them, including assumptions about the experience, the faculty and the outcome. These can all be swept away without materially
affecting the quality of instruction or the value of the degree.
The goals of college can be maintained, today, through use of the ‘gig economy’ and of ‘app’ technology. The research aspect of universities can be spun off
into ‘think tanks’ and grant driven institutes. Substantial savings can be had by converting faculty employment into an ‘on time’ course-contract driven format. The
only permanent faculty would be administrators, primarily department chairs, who
would be responsible for scheduling and contractor oversight.
Already, administrative structures are in place that could easily facilitate the
move to a ‘gig’ model for undergraduate education. Course syllabi have been standardized in form following new course-design prescriptions centered on Student
Learning Outcomes and as much quantifiable assessment as possible. It is a small
step to standardizing syllabi in content, as well. Standardization of courses will
make it possible for instructors certified to teach particular courses to bid on sections
knowing full well exactly what will be expected from them in the classroom while
ensuring that students will receive exactly the sort of instruction they expect.
In systems like the City University of New York (CUNY), new initiatives such
as CUNY Pathways are creating menus of general education that already are allowing new-student advisors to place students into classes without even determining
student interest—merely by checking their performances on entrance exams and in
high school. After that, students can choose for themselves from the menus, becoming able to complete their first two years of college without any further advisement—certainly not from faculty. The role of faculty beyond the classroom can continue to be diminished through similar initiatives. This will also allow for conformity in education of a sort that has never before been possible.
From a student perspective, registration for classes will become simple and
convenient. Start dates for classes can vary, courses running when full. With options
of in-person, hybrid and on-line instruction, students can tailor their schedules to
personal needs and desires. In addition, new types of certification are being established that can allow students to tailor their programs to specific employment requirements.
Faculty will bid on particular sections, crafting their bids to desired courses,
times and frameworks. Less popular sections will return higher pay, balancing
scheduling through an effective system of supply and demand. At the same time,
high-profile professors could establish sections they guarantee to teach, allowing
students to bid for entry, the professor taking a percentage of the total take for the
class. The downside for the professor would be having to teach even if only a set
minimum number of students enrolled, and for low tuition. This would encourage
teachers to develop high profiles and followings among students, assuring
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themselves of higher income from their ‘name’ classes. This would also attract people who have developed particular fame to academic endeavors—retired politicians,
for example, or others who have been in the public eye but who also carry certain
minimum academic credentials.
Faculty office space would become shared space, allotted in ratio to the number of students needing direct assistance. As there would no longer be expectations
of service or scholarship for faculty employment, resources available to the teaching
staff could be kept to a minimum, freeing up additional space, among other things,
for classroom use. As faculty would be individually responsible for their own careers, there would be no process of promotion or tenure and no faculty responsibilities to the institution—outside of the actual teaching—at all. Course development
and other activities that once fell upon the faculty would be turned to the chairs and
outsourced to commercial entities such as Blackboard and Pearson that already have
strong interest in developing course process and material.
The savings to the institutions would be substantial. Faculty, whose roles have
been diminished each passing year for more than a generation, could be placed completely outside the permanent staffing model of each college. After verification of
minimum credentials, it would be up to each potential instructor to either bid lowest
for teaching a desired section or attract sufficient students to a course in their specialty. The development of one’s career would now be completely in the hands of
the individual.
A decade ago, the then-vigorous for-profit sector of higher education felt it had
developed a model for the future. The problem was they wrote out the faculty almost
completely, seeing the faculty as facilitators only. The education that resulted was
weak, eventually leading to the collapse of major components of the sector. This
new model would not require revitalization of the for-profits but simply a continuation of the pattern of the past half-century, one centered upon growing reliance on
adjunct faculty but with a couple of new and brilliant alterations. Now, using advances in technology, everyone would be independent contractors, each potential
instructor competing to teach desired sections through app-based gig technology
and each student jockeying for a place in courses in an app system designed for their
convenience and quick-as-possible graduation.
What could go wrong?

GIGO University
04/02/16
Yesterday, for April Fool’s Day, I posted Gig University, an only slightly satiric look at where some people would like higher education to head. It presents a
reductivist vision of humanity and human possibilities. We—or, at least, the masses
of us—become nothing more than material to be processed or cogs to fit into extant
machinery. This is true, in such a vision, for students, faculty and workers—for
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everyone, in fact, outside of a small elite. Only a minimum is needed so only a minimum should be expected—or even allowed.
That this vision leads to a sterile, stagnant society should be clear to everyone.
Unfortunately, it is not: Many people actually believe that education exists only to
fill existing needs, a vision of the future constrained by what is, not what could be.
Knowledge that students gain is only knowledge by prior definition—not by possibility.
Education by Student Learning Outcomes is what we are being reduced to.
These SLOs are designed by committee, of course, and are extremely bland and
often quite meaningless. To offset that, we develop new tools of quantitative assessment—so that we can count student progress, making it real, specific and, some
would have us believe, meaningful. Unfortunately, the meaning lies only in the difference in number, not in student lives, lasting knowledge or future application.
And that’s at its best. Reliance on quantification also opens the door for fraud
of all sorts, as we see when things like test scores, graduation percentages and
teacher ratings become the bases for evaluation.
Real evaluation of education takes a lifetime. But we are in too much of a hurry
for that.
In addition to SLOs, we also are prescribing pathways to education, often in
perverted extensions of what should be the base concept of a ‘general education’
that covers all sorts of topics and possibilities. When I was an undergraduate, requirements were kept to a minimum so that students could explore—but it was a
guided exploration. We didn’t set off blindly but worked with faculty to create entranceways into our own particular unknowns. Today, this has been reduced to listings like those on a prix-fixe menu: One chooses an appetizer, a beverage, a main
course and a dessert—but there needn’t be any sort of connection between. Students,
quite naturally, are likely to choose those they are most familiar with or have liked
before—especially in a high-stakes milieu where each grade confines (or enhances)
one’s possibilities.
In all of education, we have stopped trusting the judgment of individuals, wanting assurance that everyone is going to get the same thing with no deviation caused
by personality. We hover over our teachers, making sure they adhere to established
lesson plans or, in higher education, to discipline-specific ‘information.’ We’re not
willing to see either student or teacher as able to contribute to the planning of an
individual educational program but, rather than setting generalized goals and trusting that the teacher and student will together work toward them, feel we (as the
overseers of education) have to be involved in every single decision—even though
that “we” has very little experience in education. Yes, there are bad teachers, but the
way to counteract that is to keep teachers working together and to make sure that
students are exposed to a variety of teachers.
That variety is important in other ways. Individual students learn in individual
ways. Some respond well to one methodology and not to another. Some find inspiration in one teacher while another leaves them cold. No methodology and no
teacher is universally successful with all students. Both learning and teaching are
arts; the paint-by-numbers approach of SLOs and universal student pathways is only
a pallid recreation of the artwork of the past. It has no vibrancy, no life of its own.
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It ain’t art. Often, it’s not even learning. Usually, it removes teaching from the equation altogether.
In schools for the elite, be they k-12 or higher ed, students receive personal
attention from their instructors and, if the established pattern is not working for
them, alternatives are crafted. Furthermore, the so-called ‘master teachers’ at these
schools are working with students from solid foundations at home. That is, the parents have been involved with the learning of their children since infancy. Frankly,
the teachers don’t have to work very hard with most of these students. They simply
need to point them in possibly fruitful directions and help them adjust their plans
from time to time—which is why, of course, it was such a hoot when MOOCs were
such a hot topic a few years ago. The idea was that, if all students could be exposed
to the ‘master teachers’ of Harvard and Stanford, all students would succeed. Few
such teachers know what the real work of teaching is at all.
Real teaching is something else again. It takes time, patience and attention to
the individual needs and possibilities of the student, especially when the student
enters the classroom with minimal preparation. It takes consideration of the particular student’s strengths and weaknesses and to cultural circumstances that can constrain possibilities—or even open them up.
At a real college—and this is more to the point of my earlier post—the faculty
are the center of the institution because they are the ones who can provide the real
teaching. Students, because they come and go, are not quite as important individually from an institutional standpoint (though, from a teaching standpoint, they most
certainly are). A faculty that can provide each student with a viable path to meeting
degree requirements makes the institution itself viable. The role of the administration should be to support the faculty and to facilitate its activities—not to dictate to
it and not to reduce it to cogs in a factory model of education.
What we will have, if the model I described yesterday comes to fruition, is a
cynical parody of institutions of higher education, a GIGO model of garbage in,
garbage out. The enthusiasts for it see students simply as raw material to be processed and not as individual learners. What they don’t understand is that the process
they advocate does nothing to change the student. It simply allows them to graduate
in the same state they were in before, simply dressed up a bit for false comparison.
These controllers of education see most students as garbage anyway, necessary garbage, sure, but only in need of processing, not improvement. So they don’t care to
do more.
Real educators, of course, never see students that way. Nor do real institutions
of higher education.
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Uber, Adjuncts and Exploitation: The Same Old Thing
(Let's Fight!)
05/12/16
Jim Hightower, discussing the Uber “defeat” in Austin, TX for Salon on
05/12/16. “Need proof that the "gig economy" is painful? Just ask people who work
for Uber or Lyft,” writes about the “gig economy”:
This “alternative work arrangement” is not a futuristic
concept — it’s already here and spreading fast. And it’s not
just ride-hiring gigs either. Some 16 percent of U.S. workers
are now in this on-call, temporary, part-time, low-pay, you’reon-your-own economy, up from only 10 percent a decade ago.
Corporate chieftains (backed by the economists and politicians they purchase) are creating what they call a workforce
of non-employees for one reason: Greed. It directly transfers
more money and power from workaday families into the coffers of moneyed elites.
Sometimes it is worth reviewing even what we already know (as any teacher
will tell us): In academia, the gig economy has been with us a long time. As the
AAUP notes:
Today, more than 50 percent of all faculty appointments
are part-time.
•

Many faculty classified as “part-time” actually
teach the equivalent of a full-time course load.

•

Over one-fifth of part-time appointments are
held by graduate student employees, whose
chances of obtaining tenure-track positions in
the future are increasingly uncertain.

•

To support themselves, part-time faculty often
commute between institutions and prepare
courses on a grueling timetable, making enormous sacrifices to maintain interaction with
their students.

•

Since faculty classified as part-time are typically paid by the course, without benefits, many
college teachers lack access to health insurance and retirement plans.
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That’s about as close as one can get to being part of the “gig economy.” And
there are some, including Kirsten Trusko on execrank.com, who think this is a great
thing:
Adjunct professors are another sector of the part-time
gig economy workforce and according to Flexjobs the average
hourly wage for adjunct faculty is $37 and top earners can
make more than $70 per hour. Payscale.com claims the median annual income is $31,316 for adjunct professors, but pay
ranges from $15,112 to $105,713. These are just some examples that show how people are becoming everyday entrepreneurs, earning enough to generate a living from their earnings.
“Everyday entrepreneurs”? I’d love to see Trusko riding the NYC subways
from college to college, teaching five courses on two or three different campuses
with no office space and no support for from between $3000 and $5000 a course.
That is, at best, $60,000 a year (including two summer courses) in a city where rent
on a studio apartment often tops $1500 a month, or $18,000 a year. The work is
physically unsustainable: Each course meets for three hours a week in class. Add a
couple of hours of prep time, an hour for meeting with students, and a few more for
grading. Right there, that’s 40 hours per week. Mix in a minimum of 15 hours a
week commuting between jobs and a dose of reality (the numbers over-estimate
most adjunct incomes by far and under-estimate the hours of work—by far) and
you’ll see that the adjunct life verges on the impossible. Oh, and don’t forget: The
actual classroom time is performance time. Whether one is lecturing, coordinating
small groups or individual activities, supervising a lab period or any of the other
teacherly activities, one is always ‘on stage.’ And that is exhausting.
Then there’s the need of seeking employment for the next semester, for few
adjunct jobs have any security at all, any promise that there will be sections to teach
in the future. Worse: if your sections don’t fill, you are dropped—and if the sections
of full-timers don’t, you are dropped in favor of them.
Though Trusko’s numbers may not see so bad, remember that the average includes those adjuncts who have been hired at inflated rates because of their celebrity
status (and there are plenty of them) or who are paid much more than most because
of specialized skills (lawyers and doctors are often among these).
The gig economy is exploitation, pure and simple, whether it is managed by a
university system or by those who put together a Silicon Valley app. The promise
of a sustainable income is false, a come-on worthy only of a flim-flam artist. It’s a
promise of more with the result of less—except in terms of worker effort, which
increases significantly.
We in higher education should not sit idly by as the gig economy grows. None
of us should use Uber or Lyft and we should be working to support the attempts by
their drivers to unionize that do, indeed, occur.
*****
This morning, the Professional Staff Congress of the City University of New
York (CUNY) will announce the results of a strike authorization vote. I hope the
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results are overwhelmingly in favor. The only way to stem the tide of the gig economy is organization and solidarity.
Whatever happens, don’t mourn, organize! (Thanks, Joe Hill.)
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Beloit College
In the fall of 1971, I transferred to Beloit College in Wisconsin, having left
Utica College after a year and half the previous December. I took a couple of summer classes at Brooklyn College before heading out from New York and was finally
feeling ready to be a college student.
I had chosen Beloit because of its unique Beloit Plan that included three full
semesters a year and the flexibility of choosing one’s sequence of semesters. By not
taking any vacation semesters, I saw, I would be able to graduate in August 1973,
almost on time—even counting one semester away from campus on a Field Term,
the required work experience for all Beloit students at the time (I worked as a copyboy for The New York Times).
Though Beloit was a fine preparation for me, for life and for graduate school
(eventually), it has never been the type of place I’ve wanted to teach. That has nothing to do with the school itself or the quality of its teachers but with the nature of
the student population. I’m interested in working with first-generation college students and those learning how to be students as they attend classes.
Recently, Beloit has been in the news, though for the wrong reasons. A group
of students, well-meaning but, I think, manipulated by more nefarious forces, have
created controversy on campus by inviting figures they know will bring outrageout
from other students. They are deliberately conflating the political and the educational in an attempt to test the limits of acceptance of difference and free speech on
campus.
While I agree that the political and the educational can’t really be separated,
I am leery of forcing the political onto the educational for political reasons. That’s
the opposite off what should happen on campus, where the educational should require the political, not the other way around (as in the broader public sphere).

The Road Taken
04/28/16
When I was an undergraduate, students and faculty saw a great deal of each
other. We went to dinner at faculty homes, saw our teachers at concerts and art
shows as well as frequently throughout the day. The faculty lived near campus and
students were the prime focus of their professional lives. As at least a partial result
of that, I am sure, the vast majority of us graduated and even went on to earn advanced degrees.
I thought about this when I saw a photograph on Facebook of Bob Irrmann, a
history professor at Beloit College and a particularly favorite teacher of mine. His
wide-ranging style influenced my own. It was he who introduced me to the Gilbert
and Sullivan lines from H.M.S. Pinafore, “Things are seldom what they seem,/Skim
milk masquerades as cream.” I would later quote them in my dissertation and have
15

used them ad nauseam in blog posts. Dr. Irrmann taught me and thousands of others
to trust our curiosity but not our answers, an indispensable skill in almost any field.
After I graduated, I spent a year as a counselor working for a government program designed to give extra support for students from disadvantaged backgrounds.
It was an easy job: Most of it was already being taken care of by the faculty—as it
should be (the layers of “support services” that have grown over the past decades,
though well-meant, do little that I have seen to help the vast majority of students in
need).
For three years, recently, I served as coordinator for advisement (and chief
advisor) for one of the degree programs at the college where I now teach. We have
about 1,000 students in the programs, all of them commuters. Over half of the
courses those students take are taught by adjuncts, the rest by over-taxed tenured
and tenure-track faculty (who also commute). Of necessity, the students in the program, I quickly learned, get nothing like the advising and mentoring that I did receive at Beloit.
Add to this the fact that I and my classmates came from college-educated families, rarely had to work while going to college and had no responsibilities for children or elderly relatives and one begins to understand why retention rates at urban
public universities are so low. The students I worked with that year after college so
long ago came from ‘difficult’ backgrounds, too, but they could hardly slip through
the cracks—there were few cracks. For my students today, there often seems nothing
but.
There’s nothing unique about the college where I teach. The problems we face
are those of just about every urban public campus. The resources are not available
for providing the support our students need. The full-time faculty, overburdened
with ‘service’ (including advisement) duties that grow both because of the increased
reliance on adjuncts in the classroom (reducing the number of full-timers) and increasing demands from administrations for the dressings of ‘accountability,’ no
longer have the option of focusing on the students who should be the center of their
work. Making matters worse, faculty face new demands for scholarship—even at
community colleges—leaving even less time for the students.
Don’t get me wrong: I love the expansion of scholarship beyond top research
institutions. It broadens conversations, making research more responsive to the
needs and interests of people outside of the elite. Also, teaching scholars can bring
their work into their classrooms, adding significantly to the student experience. The
problem is, teaching loads have not been reduced enough to compensate for the increased demand for scholarly production. Faculty teaching a 5/5 load are beginning
to find themselves held to standards of publication once reserved for those with 3/3
(or less) responsibilities. CUNY has reduced the faculty load for tenure-track and
tenured faculty to 3/3 but, given the increase in reliance on adjuncts and other factors, the actual workload of TT/T faculty has not really been lowered.
Once upon a time, when a student had a problem, she or he could go to a faculty
member who could then assist them and advocate for them within the institutional
bureaucracy. Today, when faculty are often seen as enemies by administrators, this
is a less effective route—especially since faculty no longer have the time to spent
on student needs, let alone the ability to cut through bureaucratic red tape. The
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divide between administrators and faculty has become so wide that one Dean of
Students was able to say, quite seriously, that the faculty is the problem with the
modern university—the administrators aren’t being given the room to do their jobs.
His own degree was in higher-education administration!
The importance of the faculty to education is easily proven. Think back to your
own as I did on seeing that picture of Dr. Irrmann: Who do you remember? The
administrators? Maybe the president of your college or a particular dean—but probably not on a personal basis. On the other hand, you probably can recall quite a few
of your teachers. Recently, a student from ten years ago wrote, remembering details
of our positive classroom experience. At another time, on the street in East Flatbush
here in Brooklyn, I heard someone yell “professor!” It was an ex-student who has
just completed a Master’s degree in Computer Science—at Columbia University.
Most every professor has similar experiences… do many administrators?
The classroom remains the core of the college experience but it is not the whole
of it. Beloit, my own undergraduate college, was well aware of this and understood
that the greatest impact on the experience came when those who had the central
interaction with students were enthusiastically involved beyond classroom walls,
letting their leadership extend beyond pedagogy (in its most restrictive form). This
is still true at Beloit, from what I understand, as it is in many elite environments of
higher education.
In most other cases, however, the institutions themselves are now pushing the
faculty aside, making them responsible only in three prescriptively defined and restricted areas: teaching, scholarship and service.
Much noise is made about the first, but it is the least understood by administrators. Though they are constantly trying to codify it, regularize it and “assess” it,
administrative failure (so far) to do this has left teaching, at least, to the faculty and
the least important of the three (protests to the contrary aside) in re-appointment,
promotion and tenure (RPT)—administrative impact on teaching being simply an
increased burden on the faculty in terms of time spent on growing bureaucratic “responsibilities” that have little to do with the classroom itself.
Oh, and, of course: some campuses are attempting to reduce the importance of
teaching by “augmenting” it with digital tools, some of which, more than a few
administrators believe, can replace teaching staff—if not completely then almost so.
But this isn’t working out so well (look at the spectacular failure of the MOOC
movement).
Ambitious colleges want to increase their public profiles—and one cheap way
to do this is to demand more and more, as I have said, from the faculty in terms of
scholarship. This is being done almost everywhere, but rarely with any compensating reduction in other duties. Even where, as at the City University of New York,
there is substantial ‘release time’ from teaching for research for untenured faculty,
that time is almost always encroached upon for ‘service’ responsibilities—which
brings us to the third area.
“Service” was once the completion of responsibilities to students, departments,
colleges and communities. There was a wide range of what these could be. The idea
was that the faculty members need to be involved in the life of the institution beyond
the classroom—laudable, and exactly what happens at schools like Beloit.
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Unfortunately, “service” has been twisted into service to the bureaucracy.
Huge committees are formed for “exploration” of things like General Education or
in anticipation of accreditation review. Work on them is considered of primary importance, much more so than that work done directly with students. Departments are
charged with “assessment” that is “guided” by college bureaucracy; “self studies”
of all sorts are now required—not by departments or other units and not (though the
claim is otherwise) for the benefit of faculty or students but for the bureaucracy
itself.
Thanks to more and more restrictive policies on the parts of accrediting agencies, colleges and universities are becoming more and more alike in the undergraduate education they offer. Room for experimentation or alternative methodologies
of education is becoming smaller and smaller. Beloit itself once had what was called
the “Beloit Plan,” a modified version of what Antioch College in Ohio offered, mixing work with learning in a flexible fashion that gave students a great deal more
control of their education than did traditional college structures. There have been
plenty of other alternatives for undergraduate education over the years, including
Black Mountain College, but their numbers have dwindled in the face of the rise of
for-profit colleges and the power of accrediting bodies and of legislatures (over public institutions). Today, neither faculty nor students have many options, plans toward
graduation and even course offerings having become depressingly similar everywhere. “General Education,” for example, once seen as a means of providing a base
platform for more advanced learning and intellectual experimentation, has become
a restrictive formula of almost factory-like precision limiting students to certain
pathways.
College, once supposed to be a time of joyous exploration and growth, has
become little more than a grind for most students not privileged enough to attend
the few elite colleges where great leeway is still granted. That won’t change—not
until college administrators learn to trust their faculty members once again and free
them up to work with students the ways faculty see fit (which will be myriad).
The distrust of faculty we see today is distrust of individualism and evidence
of belief in the efficacy of regimentation. It is a reflection of a generalized distrust
of educators and even of students.
That attitude, if we are ever to progress again in higher education, needs to
change.
Or the route we are on, to ever more prescribed and restrictive education, will
soon be the only one. The gap, already too large, between students and faculty will
continue to grow.
And it is the students—not the faculty—who will suffer most.
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“Manliness” at Beloit College… and “Disgrace” in
America
04/12/18
Years ago, when we were walking our dogs in our new neighborhood, a man
my age at the time (late-50s) stepped out of his house and got right in my face on
the sidewalk. I refused to back away. He yelled at me about dog pee and poop. I
didn’t yell back but was proud of myself for standing up to a ranting new neighbor.
Afterward, my wife brought me down to reality: “The two of you looked ridiculous.”
Sometimes it takes a woman to tell a man that he’s being stupidly “manly.”
I thought of this today when I heard about an incident at my alma mater, Beloit
College. I have fond memories of my time there; the school made my scholarly
career possible. So, when I see something critical of it, my tendency is to jump to
its defense. My dander gets up; my “manliness” clicks into gear.
The incident concerns a Harvard professor named Harvey Mansfield who is
best known for his 2006 book Manliness. Reviewing it for The New York Times, on
03/198/06, Walter Kirn wrote that Mansfield believes that there is something to be
learned from the stereotypes about manliness, and that whether or not this is true is
the central question of the book:
The answer is meant to be, “yes,” of course (or, rather,
“yes, professor”), but a reading of Mansfield’s book suggests
it’s “no.” No, there is actually nothing to be learned from deciding that we’ve known everything all along about how men
are a mixture of pluck and pride and a certain primordial selfish-unselfishness that would rather die than live unfree, but
which, if permitted to live free, isn’t afraid to kill, if necessary
— especially to protect the weak.
Whether he manages to prove anything about “manliness” or not, Mansfield
believes that we have lost this quality and are poorer for it.
Mansfield, as a result of his book, has become something of a darling to certain
segments of the American right. On April 6, the Beloit College chapter of Young
Americans for Freedom sponsored a campus talk by Mansfield. According to the
college’s newspaper The Round Table (I was a writer and assistant editor for it during my own undergraduate days) by Clare Eigenbrode on 03/09/18, a protest was
considered:
Ultimately, there was no formal protest at the lecture,
although a security guard was present, which is not typical of
academic events at Beloit College. Significantly fewer students, faculty and community members were in attendance
than the Round Table typically observes at lectures on campus.

19

The paper’s story, viewed today on its website, includes this:
Following the talk, which summarized the ideas expressed in Manliness, Mansfield responded to questions from
the audience. Those in attendance addressed Mansfield’s perception of the relationship between gender and biological sex,
challenged his focus on Western concepts of masculinity or
manliness, and requested statistical evidence to back up his
claims. (To that request, he responded that he does not “like
to live by statistics.”) All of the questions asked of Mansfield
challenged his views.
However, the story seems to have been edited. According to another story, this
one on the Power Line blog on 03/10/18 by Steven Hayward, it seems to once have
included this:
Several audience members booed Mansfield as he took
the stage, and some heckled him throughout his talk. After
Mansfield said that women are innately weaker than their husbands, [name redacted: the student has already received
threats] stood and yelled, “Who the fuck is paying you to be
here?” [Name redacted] was asked to leave by the security
guard present, and he obliged. Mansfield did not acknowledge
most of the interruptions.
I have no idea what led to the deletion of this paragraph (it was deleted: a
Google search leads one to the Round Table story, even though these lines are no
longer there).
Perhaps some of the information is incorrect. It doesn’t really matter. [Update:
the intent, I am told, was to protect the student who had been named in the paragraph, for that student had begun to receive death threats, bumping up the seriousness of this to “outrageous,” thanks to Power Line. Inadvertently, more was deleted
than was originally intended.]
What does matter, to Power Line, is that the outburst happened (or appears to
have happened) and was over the line of propriety. The story there ends with this:
Memo to Power Line readers who may be Beloit alums:
Send a stiff note to the administration informing them that you
will henceforth decline to make any financial contributions to
the college.
The speech of one student, it seems, reflects on the whole college. And the
college should be punished. This reasoning is itself more of a threat to free expression (though I doubt Power Line would see it that way) than the student’s outburst,
and it should be vigorously countered. It doesn’t matter, to Power Line, that the
question period was one of challenge to Mansfield, just what should be happening
on college campuses. It doesn’t matter that the college wanted Mansfield to speak.
The college should be punished.
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In its post, which appears under the headline “The Disgrace at Beloit College,”
Power Line also tries to tie this incident to the college as a whole by juxtaposing the
Mansfield story with a faculty job-vacancy announcement that ends with:
Because equity and inclusion are central to our students’
liberal arts education and vital to the thriving of all members
of our residential learning community, Beloit College aspires
to be an actively anti-racist institution.
This bothers Hayward, the Power Line writer, a great deal. He attempts irony:
“Boy, I am glad Beloit clarified things with that last statement, because I was deeply
worried that Beloit College was a hotbed of white supremacy.”
As I am sitting on a hiring committee at the college where I teach right now, I
am quite aware of the reasoning behind such statements and, in some situations,
their necessity. There is no need to denigrate them. There are strong pedagogical
reasons, anyway, for the attempt at diversity that the statement intimates. Attempts
such as Hayward’s to paint this as some sort of orthodoxy are duplicitous, at best.
They twist a desire to incorporate a variety of viewpoints into what they imagine is
a desire to exclude their own.
I admit it: The Power Line story is only a minor example of the sort of common
right-wing characterization of what goes on when people with unpopular views
speak on college campuses. It is significant to me simply because of my own connection to the college.
But that, itself, is a problem. We should not let even small incidents like this
pass with only a shrug of the shoulder, a ‘there they go again’ dismissal.
There is a deliberate and on-going effort on the part of many activists on the
right to paint today’s campuses as places where students are coddled and spoon-fed
leftists views. They take small incidents like this one and try to blow them up into a
“disgrace.”
The real “disgrace,” of course, is theirs. They evade debate and discussion by
replacing it with attack, replacing discussion with manifestations of what David
Horowitz has termed “political war.” They are harming American higher education.
They may even pretend that they are not welcome on campus, but that is not
the case. As an institution, Beloit welcomed Mansfield–just as I would welcome
anyone with a legitimate desire for discussion and debate on an appropriate topic to
visit my classroom… and, if they do, I will make sure that “manliness” does not turn
collegial discussion into a pissing match.
The vast majority of my colleagues across the country–not to mention our students–would do the same. We are not going to stoop to the level of “political war.”
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Watching the Gate
10/08/19
On Thursday evening, October 10, former Wisconsin governor Scott Walker
will interview former Vice President Dick Cheney at Beloit College’s Eaton Chapel.
I once knew the place well, having graduated from the college getting close to fifty
years ago. Alumni like me, as well as a number of current students and faculty, are
concerned about this event—which is sponsored by Young America’s Foundation
(YAF), a well-funded group with ties to the DeVos family and roots reaching back
into the John Birch Society and William F. Buckley’s Young Americans for Freedom. We believe the purpose has very little to do with education, more with attacking institutions of higher education by attracting protest.
YAF has found Beloit fertile ground for testing the notion of imbalance on
American campuses due to a boisterous student body and a rather feckless administration, one that is forced to see every issue in terms of dwindling enrollment. This
past spring, YAF scheduled an event with Erik Prince (the brother of Betsy DeVos)
that had to be cancelled when a variety of protests made the appearance unfeasible.
The college announced:
Due to disruptive protests and safety concerns, the event
hosted by the Young Americans for Freedom featuring
speaker Erik Prince had to be cancelled to ensure the safety
of all participants. As an institution of higher learning, open
dialogue on all topics is one of our core principles. Tonight’s
events fell unacceptably short of this core principle, and we
condemn the behavior of those who disrupted the event. The
college will begin an investigation immediately.
Prince never even tried to speak, though students certainly were ready to disrupt him. By cancelling the talk moments before it was to start, according to John
Wilson, writing on 04/08/18 for the Academe blog, college “president, Scott Bierman, was able to ban his cake and eat it, too. He banned a controversial speaker and
then was able to blame the protesters, and ‘condemn excessive disruptions unequivocally.’” The affair left a bad taste in the mouths of the college community and
solved nothing.
From what I understand, Bierman is a reasonably nice man and generally a
good president for the college. What he is not is a forceful academic gatekeeper
creating clear markers for what should and should not happen on campus. Nor is he
acting as an effective leader for the campus community. Instead, he is dodging bullets and fixing blame.
Leaving no one happy.
Not even the Prince fiasco was the first YAF attempt to cause turmoil on the
campus by bringing on a controversial figure. In 2018, Harvey Mansfield, who edited an excellent edition of Alexis de Tocqueville’s Democracy in America but who
has become better known in recent years for his defense of “manliness,” spoke only
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to be disrupted, an incident that sparked more discussion and controversy than anything Mansfield could have said.
The YAF cloaks its defense of bringing people like Mansfield, Prince and
Cheney to campus under ‘intellectual balance,’ a pretense that would make an invitation to, say, Augusto Pinochet (were he still alive) equally defensible. Their putative point is that American colleges and universities lean so far left that an entire
element of argument is ignored. Their real intention is to bring attention to their
organization and further their right-wing cause.
The YAF argument could make a little sense in the case of Mansfield, were he
not a professor himself (at Harvard), but to extend it to the mercenary soldier Prince
or the long-retired politician Cheney is risible. Intellectual discussion requires intellectual interest and pursuit. Neither Prince nor Cheney has ever made claim to either.
I don’t know what is planned for Thursday in response to Cheney/Walker, nor
do I really care. The student protesters may make fools of themselves or prove to be
heroes (yes, I hope for the latter, but I have low expectations). I don’t care either if
the YAF gets another affirmation of what its members already believe about academia in America (it won’t change anything, not at this point). I don’t even care
that, whatever happens, intellectual discussion on American campuses will not have
been moved forward one inch. That doesn’t seem to have been anyone’s intention
in this whole sordid sequence, so why should I care?
What I do care about is the evident incompetence of groups like Beloit’s administration (to be fair, I think it’s not far removed from that of any other contemporary institution of higher education). I care that American colleges and universities are putting forward meaningless drivel like “As an institution of higher learning,
open dialogue on all topics is one of our core principles.” For that is not true, never
has been true, and putting it forth simply pulls one further into the morass instead
of providing a plank to solid ground. I care about the abandonment of gatekeeping
responsibility, at Beloit, at most other colleges and universities, and even at socialmedia entities such as Facebook and Twitter.
I care about institutional responsibility.
Real intellectual discussion (not the sort of tit-for-tat ‘debate’ YAF is promoting for its own political purposes but that to which American higher education aspires) requires careful gatekeeping, something we have lost track of since the internet started flattening the dykes that were keeping out the waters of nonsense. True,
there have always been problems with the gatekeepers, but that does not mean that
their role isn’t necessary.
Someone has to be able to get up and say, “This is ridiculous” backed by the
power to keep the nonsense at bay. This should be the role of college administrators
at Beloit and elsewhere. They should play, and act like, someone who can judge the
intent of another and stand up for that judgment.
Instead, as Wilson tacitly points out, what we tend to get from most college
and university administrators is something more like Bierman’s attempt to dodge
the issue completely. Something that does no one any good but allows the situation
to continue unresolved, as has been happening at Beloit at least since Mansfield’s
talk.
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What we need is for college administrators to do their jobs, even if they risk
being wrong. That’s what a gatekeeper has to do; that’s what the guardians of higher
education need to be doing. What we also need is administrators who are willing to
admit to being wrong, if shown so, administrators who are willing to act and then
face the consequences—and then change their approach, if needed.
Until we have such gatekeepers, we are going to be fed pap like that Beloit
press release which risked nothing and said nothing beyond a vague threat to the
least empowered campus constituency, the students. Until we have them, we are at
the mercy of groups like YAF, groups whose purposes are antithetical to the ideals
of American higher education–just as American society as a whole is now at the
mercy of, among others, politicians who know no bounds.
We may not like them and we have to keep an eye on them, but we need gatekeepers.

Barriers and Gates: More Discussion
10/15/19
My colleague on this blog, and one of its founding editors, John K. Wilson,
objects to my advocacy of gatekeeping at colleges and universities on free-speech
grounds. A decade ago, I would have agreed with him. Now, I do not. Wilson has
been consistent; I have not.
Part of this is that we come to questions of gatekeeping from differing perspectives, he from university practices and responsibilities and I from social-media and
journalistic practices and responsibilities. In a comment on my post on this topic,
Wilson writes:
I reduce gatekeeping to the [college or university] administration banning people they don’t like because that
seems to be what happens. What are the rules you think should
apply to banning speakers? What are the speakers you want
banned, and why? And how exactly would it improve the intellectual life of a campus if you ban these speakers?
His questions hit the core of the problem we are facing now as alt-right forces
and others dedicated to disrupting higher-education comfort press institutions to
sanction (by their presence on campus) their beings.
My answers stem from what I have learned as a student of the evolution of
social media and the history of journalism. The concern is not new. In 1731, Benjamin Franklin published an “Apology for Printers.” I wrote about it in “The Citizen
journalist as Gatekeeper: A Critical Evolution,” an anthology chapter published in
2009:
Franklin tried to divorce responsibility for the act of
printing from responsibility for content. He failed: “I my self
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have constantly refused to print any thing that might countenance Vice, or promote Immorality; tho’ by complying in such
Cases with the corrupt Taste of the Majority, I might have got
much money.” By refusing to relinquish all control over content, he maintained control over all content. Franklin argued
that no middle route could be safely or effectively trod, for the
place of that route between “hands off” and “hands on” is
extraordinarily subjective.”
This is what Wilson understands, and it lies beneath his advocacy of unrestricted free speech on college and university campuses. My own concerns about his
position (and mine, once) stems from the growing impact of manipulative presences
using free speech dishonestly to further their own ends. I wrote:
In addition to the concerns raised by Franklin of balancing the public’s need for information against “community
standards,” thee contemporary gatekeeper has to deal with
questions of motivation. Are there hidden agendas—political,
commercial or otherwise…? Like questions of “community
standards,” this cannot be answered through skills training in
information sorting, vetting and ranking.
In the past, I tried to wall my concerns from what happens on campus, but the
rise of nefarious actors online to the point of crisis has spilled over into other areas
of the public sphere, affecting our elections and what goes on behind college and
university walls. Over the past year, I have come to realize that I was creating an
artificial divide, just the sort I have often argued against, and was abetting just the
sort of presence on campus that I lament online.
The question, in both cases, is what to do. And debate over that will have an
impact on the future of the United States. Can we maintain our republic in the face
of people willing to manipulate trusts (such as freedom of speech) in the face of
actions by people unwilling to accept the responsibility behind that trust?
We are seeing, even this week, a controversy over the showing of a video faked
to show Donald Trump shooting journalists and other enemies, one that uses the
excuse of “satire” to cover provocation and that hides under the cloak of the First
Amendment. Many Americans feel flummoxed in the face of such things and unsure
of how to respond, for respect for the right of Freedom of Speech is embedded
deeply within us. Unfortunately, this often leads to lack of response to this and other
examples of abuse of the right that are tearing us apart.
The questions Wilson raised in response to my post are important and debate
over them needs to continue:
What are the rules you think should apply to banning
speakers?
Speaking strictly of campus rules, I think we need to apply them separately to
two kinds of extra-curricular events on campus. One of these, political rallies,
doesn’t impinge upon educational activities or mimic them, so should be considered
differently and, generally speaking, allowed unambiguously. Unfortunately, there
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need to be limits even here. Rallies of groups which have called for violence at any
point, for example, should not be allowed, but the latitude, here, should be broader
than for events that style themselves as lectures or other events aping traditional
institutionally created proceedings. An event on campus that cloaks a speaker in
metaphoric professorial garb needs to be examined much more closely, just as institutions monitor the actions of faculty.
In both cases, on-campus events do need to be monitored, but not exclusively
by administration (though administration does bear the burden of enforcement). In
the latter, just as faculty are required to meet certain standards in hiring, reappointment, promotion and tenure, outside speakers should be vetted: an invitation by a
campus group should never be quite enough. A small committee of faculty would
be best able to do this, with the specific task of evaluating the intent of the event,
not just qualifications of the speaker. If it seems like it is more of a political event
than an academic one, as the recent “question-and-answer” session featuring Dick
Cheney at Beloit College, it should be rejected, for it tries to use the academic imprimatur for political ends. If the organizers wanted to present it as a rally and not
an academic event, the decision might be different and different facilities might be
offered.
This would not be a banning of anyone, but a protection of the institution’s
prerogative to determine what is presented as “academic” under its name.
What are the speakers you want banned, and why?
As I don’t want to ban anyone, and recognize that there are plenty of alternative venues for anyone who wants to put forward their views, I am a little uncomfortable with Wilson’s assumption that gatekeeping is tantamount to “banning.” The
institutions need to be willing to evaluate the intentions of the proposed event (a
subjective determination, certainly, and one many administrators and faculty shy
away from), refusing to host anywhere the purpose is disruption, not education.
Each college and university needs to be willing to stand behind its decision, stating
clearly why any rejected event is deemed inappropriate for campus hosting.
And how exactly would it improve the intellectual life of
a campus if you ban these speakers?
A speaker whose purpose is to disrupt campus life should never be endorsed
through invitation to campus. Again, this isn’t a ban—I don’t invite anyone to my
house who might wreck it but I am not banning them—but is a refusal to be a venue
for actions or ideas anathema to the basic principles of the institution.
The dilemma, as Franklin found, is that no college or university, just like no
printer, can act simply as a pass-through, hosting or presenting every individual or
idea. Anyone abetting the presentation of anything to any group in public has to be
aware that they are going to be associated with the presentation, whether they endorse it specifically or not.
We already accept that freedom of speech has limits. What we are debating
here is where those limits are, physically, not the banning of any particular person
or idea.
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This debate, mirrors greater discussions going on in American society, from
national borders on down. Who do we allow in, and why? The answers are not going
to come easily but, if we talk, come they will.
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The Business of Education
When did the business model come to dominate everything? Not only the marketplace but government, medicine, law, education and even religion? Though the
process started long ago, I think it achieved victory with the fall of the Berlin Wall
and the rise of a new and unquestioning obeisance to a vision of the free market that
has more to do with Ayn Rand than with any sort of rational consideration of the
real costs (exploitation of natural resources, degradation of the environment, etc.)
that don’t factor into the model we use.
Schools are not factories, faculty are not workers, students are neither products nor consumers, and the results of education cannot be measured by bean counters. Education need not be a rare commodity raised in value by artificial scarcity
but should be a universal that, given to one, helps all and, given to all, helps each
one even more.
That is not a concept the marketplace can embrace.
*****
A dollar is worth, today, about one-seventh of what it was when I was in college fifty years ago. That means that, to be equivalent to what room-and-board cost
then at a private college, it should be no more than $35,000 today. Often, it is twice
that. In 1970, in his first year as a full professor at CUNY, my father made about
$20,000; in my first year at the same rank in the same system, I made nowhere near
seven times that.
Faculty salaries aren’t the reason tuition has risen.
It has risen, as much as for any reason, because students now have easier
access to larger loans. The money can be got, so institutions take it. This isn’t real
business in a free-market economy but is what often passes for business today, taking advantage (and warping) government policies for profit. These students are being exploited. Yes, they don’t have to take the loans but could find other ways (including cheaper colleges), but they have not been provided the knowledge for making rational decisions. Instead, they have been fed misinformation. They are too
young, most of them, even to be considered ‘rational consumers,’ the go-to responsibility shedding concept of today’s self-appointed freemarketeers.
As we agitate for reform of higher education, one of our main points needs to
be that education can never be a business and succeed. Looking closely, one always
sees that the money is made, when it is, not through competition but through manipulation of public funds and regulations. Through exploitation, pure and simple. We
can fight that, though, by holding every example, from charter-school to Trump
University, to the light. And we can win, moving education away from the corporate
control that has seeped in over the past generation.
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"Data Driven Instruction"
01/21/12
Mark Naison, a tireless proponent of common sense in education and politics,
has reminded me of the Orwellian aspects of "Data Driven Instruction." He writes:
Anyone who thinks this approach is going to improve the
quality of instruction, and create better relationships between
teachers, students and parents, is sorely mistaken. It will increase the stress level on all concerned and squeeze out compassion, empathy and community building along with creative
instruction. But the school reformers don't care. They are determined to bring a "business atmosphere" into public education, with teachers poring over test scores the way executives
pore over sales data!
That's only the consequence. There's also the internal nonsense of the phrase
itself.
As Menachem Education Foundation once described it on its website (it no
longer does), "Data Driven Instruction":
emphasizes frequent testing and focused attention on what the
children are actually learning allows educators to effectively
and realistically pinpoint, assess and remedy weaknesses and
reinforce success.
The assumptions here are as dangerous as they are mind-boggling (to say nothing of the grammar—but we all err in that, sometimes). There's the assumption that
frequent testing is a good thing, that testing can tell us what students are "actually
learning," that testing provides useful information, that testing leads to success.
None of these things is true, but we've been conditioned to believe all of them in an
Orwellian bombardment of misinformation masked by false equivalencies ("war is
peace").
The basis of the problem here is the assumption that testing is an effective
measure of learning. However, I have yet to see that really important first step, discussion of just how a test gives useful information. Hell, the fact of being a test
means nothing: tests can be designed so that any one of us fails—or any particular
group among us succeeds.
Most tests are designed to do no more than show a temporary mastery of a
particular set of "facts." That's no way of evaluating education.
"Learning" is not something that can be assessed through testing alone, for
testing is a tool of limited utility. It is a tool, yes, but it cannot be the only one.
Neither can "data" be the sole judge of effective instruction. Much of learning
only becomes apparent years after it has taken place. Immediate assessment, the
provenance of educational data, covers only one small part of real education. Reliance on assessment data alone (or even primarily) limits education. In fact, it debases it. Certainly, it does not enhance it.
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GIGO—Garbage In, Garbage Out. What we are asking students to produce on
tests is garbage—if it is considered a sign of the effectiveness of education. Not only
is testing necessarily backward-looking, but it is reductive. You can't test the future;
you can't reduce learning to Scantron sheets.

"Badges? We don't need no stinkin' badges!"
03/08/12
Badges? Certification? Can these replace college?
Or is this a false binary?
The problem, I think, is that we no longer know what “college” means and end
up conflating differing entities.
Or, maybe we simply have conflicting ideas of “college.”
One vision of “college” centers on a Deweyesque vision of education as concerning the person. Another sees education simply as a benefit to an employer. The
former sees education as a necessary aspect of citizenship in a democracy. The latter
sees it as the gathering of economically valuable skills.
What strikes me about the second of these is the calculated move behind it, of
responsibility for training being transferred from the workplace to the classroom. In
the past, aside from specialized vocational education and post-graduate education,
American education has been governed by an Enlightenment ideal of education as
a civic responsibility, not economic value. Today, we are moving to a point where
education is only valuable if it transfers into quantifiable monetary gain.
One of those with what I can only see as a meager and short-sighted vision of
education is Kevin Carey, a think-tank maven with very little real experience as an
educator (not unusual, today, when most discussion of education is led by people
whose practical experience in the field is limited). He has a new book, The End of
College: Creating the Future of Learning and the University of Everywhere and an
op-ed in The New York Times on 03/05/15, “Here’s What Will Truly Change Higher
Education: Online Degrees That Are Seen as Official.” A promoter of Massive Open
Online Courses (MOOCs), he feels that they have failed because they don’t offer
“official college degrees.” After all, he claims, they “provide access to world-class
professors at an unbeatable price.” What’s the problem with that?
Nothing. But books have been doing that for centuries (let’s elide the question
of what a “world-class professor” is for the moment except to say that these highprofile professors have rarely come to fame for their teaching skills). Chautauquas
have been doing it, too, for more than a century. So have correspondence courses.
None of these, however, has been extolled as, alone, a provider of a complete education. They have sometimes been a necessary stand-in for a college education,
something for people unable to go to college, but they have never been meant as a
generalized replacement.
Carey avoids this broader cultural question of who gets educated and how by
turning his attention to “badges,” certifications based on “specific skills and
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knowledge, backed by links to electronic evidence.” My first reaction to this is to
point out, in a snarky manner, that links are not themselves sufficient proof of anything and that “electronic evidence” is only as good as, say, an avowal on Fox News.
But we’ve also had certifications for years, skills-based training in fields as diverse
as plumbing and health (I have one from New York City in Food Handling from my
days running a café). Though Carey says that all sorts of organizations are “experimenting” with badges, well, they aren’t much of an experiment: Scouting has used
them for generations.
“The most important thing about badges,” he writes, “is that they aren’t limited
to what people learn in college. Nor are they controlled by colleges exclusively.”
OK, and the most important thing about the sun is that it rises every day.
Certifications aren’t what colleges are about, for the most part, and a new emphasis on certification is not going to change either the value of a college education
or the way it is perceived. Carey conflates college degrees and his badges, saying
that college degrees are difficult to interpret whereas badges tell potential employers
exactly what someone can do. An intelligent employer, however, is looking for
something other than skills but for people who can acquire the skills necessary to
particular situations and who continue learning as they work. This is something that
a liberal-arts degree provides and that no badge will.
Surprisingly, Carey undercuts himself, saying his college courses “are lost to
history,” implying that certification, somehow, keeps things current. It does not.
And that aggregate from his past education probably does more for Carey today than
any badge he may have earned.
More than badges or “digital credentials that are also built for the modern
world,” what we need today are real learners, people who can approach a situation
and find ways of dealing with it successfully, who are explorers beyond the bounds
and restrictions of any badges or certifications which are, by their very nature, backward-looking (they can only handle what has already been established; nothing
about them can possible encompass evolving possibilities). Rather than serving the
needs of a rapidly changing digital age, emphasis on badges and certifications of the
sort Carey advocates can only prepare students for yesterday.
Preparation for tomorrow takes much more than that, it takes vision and flexibility—essentials to a type of education that Carey mistakenly conflates with training.

PolicyDirect: Educational Policy Research for
Dummies?
08/01/12
When I teach my technical-writing students about executive summaries, I tell
them to imagine that their boss is either too dumb or too hurried to look carefully at
the material behind the summary. They laugh, but they get the point: the boss (who
is probably smart, actually, and a good judge of time) doesn’t want to be bothered
32

with the details of a report unless she has to be. I also warn my students never to try
to fool their bosses, never try to slip something by. Always be on your employer’s
side; never act on another agenda.
Making sure that goals are identical is one reason for doing as much research
as possible “in house.” Another is that your own experts will always know more
about your situation than will outsiders. Yes, there are times when bringing in someone makes sense—but generally just do so to evaluate what has been done locally,
and only if the outsider has been carefully vetted.
There are other reasons for doing one’s own research or, at least, keeping it
local and open. As anybody who has attempted real research knows, the value of
conducting research isn’t only in finding what you are looking for, but in the other
things you discover along the way. Narrowly directed research, without the possibility of accidental findings, generally does little but confirm what we already
“know.” This, of course, is why database searches can only be a small part of any
research project, a ‘review of the literature’ at most.
Even then, the search needs to be broad, covering as much ground as possible.
Just finding an article or two is never enough—nor is using a single database: there
is no ‘one stop shopping’ in library research.
I saw a website today (it had disappeared by 2019), for something called PolicyDirect, saying it is “connecting postsecondary education research with decision
makers.” At the bottom of the page is a paragraph starting with this: “PolicyDirect
serves as a one-stop, easy-to-use resource for quality research that illuminates critical findings and further challenges around important student outcomes.”
Aside from language that seems more like a smokescreen than illumination,
what bothers me is that there probably are higher-education “decision makers” out
there who would be grateful, without questioning it, for such a service. What bothers
me even more is that this completely bypasses the century-old concept of shared
university governance. That is, it should be assumed that the “decision makers” include the faculty—who just happen to also be the primary movers of postsecondary
research. The research and the ability to connect to it is already there. Why establish
another pathway? But that's a topic far larger than I can tackle in a blog post, so I
will keep to something simpler.
What bothers me, too, is that PolicyDirect does not even represent best practice
in business. It asks the “decision makers” to rely on the judgment of outsiders whose
purposes may be far from those of the very “decision makers.” On its “About Our
Reviewers” page, PolicyDirect says:
Selection of the Academic Fellows were based on the fellows. [sic] promising body of research and interests, recommendations from senior scholars in the fields of higher education and public policy, as well as input from national philanthropic leaders. This prestigious selection allows a unique opportunity for the fellows to influence the national postsecondary education agenda by evaluating critical research to elevate the current policy discourse. New Fellows are selected
each year, in partnership with former Fellows in order to preserve consistency.
33

Nowhere is any indication given about who these “fellows” actually are.
Maybe they are listed on the pages of the Institute of Higher Education Policy
(IHEP) or Lumina Foundation pages (for these are the sponsors of the site), I don’t
know, but nothing at PolicyDirect tells anything about them. “Decision makers,” it
seems, are supposed to simply trust that these “fellows” are impartial, that they
aren’t steering people toward specific articles or types. My students, who now know
something about the possible follies of research, would be appalled.
In addition, the articles are presented through “excerpts,” not abstracts or summaries of some other type. Strangely enough, the site even mentions “full excerpts,”
an odd phrase....
*****
Just to see what PolicyDirect is doing, I tried a number of searches on the
website. One thing I noticed immediately was that a single article kept coming up
at the top, a piece by Clifford Adelman who, it turns out, is a “Senior Associate” for
IHEP.
At some point, I decided to compare PolicyDirect results with Google. Wanting to use something neither too common nor too obscure, I searched on “Fred Keller Personalized System of Instruction.” PSI is something I know about but that has
not been part of education discussions for quite some time. From Google, I came up
with 180,000 hits; from PolicyDirect, 100. The first one from Google links to a .edu
site with a .pdf specifically on PSI. All of the following three-or-four-pages worth
dealt directly with PSI.
On PolicyDirect, after that same Adelman article, which doesn’t mention Keller at all, came 99 hits. None of them seem to have anything to do with Keller or
with PSI.
Thinking I had perhaps been too esoteric, I tried another search, on “early college high school,” a topic that should be of interest to PolicyDirect, given its connections to IHEP and Ilumina. Google gave over 400 million hits, each on the first
few pages directly relevant. PolicyDirect? 99, if you count that ubiquitous Adelman
article. Here, at least some of the articles did pertain to the topic, though many
seemed a little far removed. Little of it seemed like it would be helpful in developing
an understanding of the 'early college high school' movement.
My question, through all of this, is what’s the point? I quickly established that
I can get more pertinent results through Google than through PolicyDirect, so why
would I want to use PolicyDirect? Especially since I have no idea what the databases
are that PolicyDirect has searched in order to prepare its own “excerpts,” and to
what ends, I really cannot trust what I am finding there. I mean, Mr. PolicyDirect,
just why are you trying to help me? I can carry my own bags—and if something is
missing, I have only me to blame. Why should I trust you, a complete stranger, to
do my work for me?
I hope our “decision makers” are asking just this as they look at the PolicyDirect site and the others like it that come and go over the years (this one went, but the
ideas sparking it remain). My students, who are right now working on guides to
effective web research, certainly would be.
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Though the economy has changed from the Great Recession that was ending
when this was written, the student-debt crisis has not eased. If anything, it is a
greater crisis today than it was then—and not just for students.
Enrollment is declining in 2019 as the attacks on higher education—and on
the importance of a college degree—have accelerated. More and more potential
students are coming to believe they don’t need the support of a degree to ‘make it’
in American society today, many of them thinking the autodidact raised on Google
searches has as much claim to knowledge as any PhD and others buying in to the
conspiracy-theory conceit that all of education is part of the curtain of informational
fraud surrounding them.

Why the Business Model Doesn't Work for Education
08/13/12
It's simple, really. In our adoration for free enterprise that has been built into
cult-like status over the past generation, we have forgotten the prime rule of business: failure is the norm.
Let me say it again: failure, in business, is far more common than success.
When we opened our store/café Shakespeare's Sister in 1994, the cliché was that
90% of new businesses close within the first two years. By the time I closed the
store for good in 2008, I had seen enough businesses come and go to know that the
cliché is not far from the truth. Yes, many businesses are created to last for a limited
time only, but most start-ups do fail.
We cannot afford that with schools. When they don't work, closing them isn't
an effective option—as New York City is learning right now. Closing a business
affects only the owners and employees. The business failed (generally speaking)
because it did not meet demands, whatever they have been, so the impact of its closing on customers is negligible. Closing a school disrupts its community and sidetracks education. Its impact on students is huge. Furthermore, schools fail not because they do not meet demands, but because they did not reach benchmarks. As
any entrepreneur will tell you, benchmarks do not make or break a business—they
are only tools created to aid the entrepreneur. In education, however, they are used
to destroy, not to improve. It is meet them—or else. That is artificial. It has nothing
to do with concepts of free enterprise, the marketplace, or business in any way. And
it is destructive, hurting students and communities.
Trying again, for an entrepreneur, is difficult and emotionally draining, but it
is the individual's choice to keep trying to find something that will work in the particular marketplace around the endeavor. It doesn't even have to be done. If there is
real demand, another business will step in: that's the nature of supply-and-demand.
The same isn't true for education. It doesn't work on an entrepreneurial basis
and never has. A community can't just wait for an educational entrepreneur to step
in and found a new school on his or her own. For another thing, for the sake of the
students, one really should not displace them from school to school the way one can
move from store to store. Ask any of us who attended multiple schools growing up:
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it's not a good experience—and, for most students, it impedes the flow of education
rather than enhancing it. Closing and opening schools buffets students about but
does not improve their learning—as we are seeing today in the wake of the current
school-closing mania.
The fact that allowing a school to fail is not the same as allowing a business to
fail should be obvious. It is obvious—to anyone who has been a real entrepreneur,
who has tried to build a business from scratch and who has experienced (or seen)
the frequency with which businesses fail. Business is risk, but the risk is taken by
the entrepreneur—it is not passed off onto the customer.
Risk should not be passed on to the student, who many now mistakenly view
as a customer. Or to parents. Yet, in the putative business model of education, the
real risk is put on the students and their families, something one should never do to
a 'customer'; the 'entrepreneur' loses nothing when the enterprise fails. That is exactly the opposite of what happens in the real business world.
All of those people who tout the business model for education? For the most
part, they are either government types or corporate types (neither having much experience with start-ups or with education). They don't know what they are talking
about, not when the subject is education, but they do know how to pass money from
government to corporations. School closing (and the charter-school movement in
general) is a great way for doing that.
Even though it leaves students—and communities—in the lurch.

What Will the Student-Loan Crisis Mean for Colleges?
09/04/12
Paul Solman of PBS, said on the NewsHour that “Student loan debt is actually
a crushing burden for many, especially in the current jobless maybe-it-is/maybe-itisn't recovery.” Students now starting college—or a year or two away—are absolutely aware of that burden. Their choices are going to be determined by how much
of it they are willing to take on. Their decisions are going to affect colleges and
universities across the nation—they already are. City University of New York
(CUNY) enrollment has grown over 10% since 2008. Even with tuition increases
and new restrictions on financial aid, it is still a better bargain than any other highereducation institution in the New York City area.
Though tuition at public universities rose at an average of 15% from 20082010, costs at private schools are not far behind, going up at an average of 4.6% for
2011 alone. Last year, tuition alone cost half of American students more than
$10,000. For public four-year schools, the median was about $1700 less than that.
For four-year private schools, it was nearly three times as much (closing in on
$30,000).
Yes, there are advantages to the (usually) more elite private schools, but are
they worth the burden? American graduates, some 37 million of them, owe a combined trillion dollars, an average of something like $30,000. Some owe simply a few
36

thousand; others upwards of even $200,000. Which, given the weak job market, are
incoming students going to aim toward?
The students are answering that already, as can be seen in the burgeoning enrollment at cheaper public universities. As can be seen in the for-profits jumping at
the chance to offer and "education" at what seem to be cut-rate pricing. As can be
seen in all the hoopla about Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs). Cost is becoming more of a driving force in education choice than ever before.
What is this going to mean?
In some corners, it already means panic. It means jumping on whatever bandwagon passes by quickest and loudest—as seems to have happened at the University
of Virginia with its temporary firing of its president.
What it should mean is leadership, a forward-looking re-examination of just
what is being offered students from the most financially stable of the private institutions as well as from the public institutions who are already benefiting from the
changes. It should mean a look away from the concept of education-as-investment
(it is not always a good one for every potential student at every possible school) to
education-as-preparation, with a resulting paring away the bells-and-whistles we
have added over the past generation to attract what have come to be seen, to often,
as "customers," not students. It should mean, therefore, abandonment of the business
model for education in favor of a service model attempting to place graduates in the
strongest possible financial and educational position that can be created.
It should mean a re-evaluation of what is studied, and why. With the bachelor's
degree becoming a commonplace, it is also devalued—even as it costs more. What
should colleges and universities be doing to make it an important and significant
(and not simply traditional) certification for today and for tomorrow? A college degree was never meant as simply skills training, though that is certainly a part of it.
How does the rest fit into the needs of employers, communities, and the nation?
What do people need to know for life in the 21st century—and how can colleges
and universities best supply it?
We are stuck in a vision of the college education that was created well over a
century ago, but one that we have souped up without any real restructuring, making
it more expensive and more glitzy but no better.
If they are to cost more to attend, it's time we started concentrating on making
our colleges and universities better. Not by increasing "standards" or by tougher
"assessment" (these are both backward-looking by their very natures) but by finding
new ways of helping students engage with the world and learn its ways. Because we
can no longer pretend to do this simply by throwing more money into it—providing
fancier labs, more technology, spiffier dormitories—we're going to have to find
ways of better using the real resources of our institutions of higher education, our
faculties. Better ways that lead to increasingly lucrative careers.
For the past generation, we've seen a movement toward considering faculty
members simply as employees instead of integral partners in all educational endeavors. Some years ago, to make a few extra bucks, I taught for a time for an online forprofit where I found that teachers could even be replaced in the middle of the semester without the losing of a beat. There was nothing for the teachers to do but
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what they were told. This is where our business model of education has been taking
us.
With the big money leaving the equation, maybe we can get back to the education we were trying to develop in the first place, education that, in many cases, is
still quite the best in the world. It is best because the residue of the truth—that education depends on people and their interaction and not on machines or money—still
remains.
It is time we start reinforcing that.
With money going away, maybe we can—as long as the people remain.

Collapsing "Corporate" Education
09/07/12
Today I read “The Rise and Demise of Neo-Liberal University: The Collapsing
Business Plan of American Higher Education” by David Schultz in Logos
(Spring/Summer 2012). He writes:
Since the end of World War II two business models have
defined the operations of American higher education. The first
was the Dewey model that lasted until the 1970s. The second,
a corporate model, flourished until the economic crash in
2008. What the new business model for higher education will
be is uncertain, but from the ashes of the status quo we see
emerging one that returns to an era before World War II when
only the affluent could afford college and access was limited
to the privileged few.
It seems that more than a few of us are recognizing that the "corporate model"
of higher education is in the early stages (or later) of collapse. The question is, what
are we going to do about it.
Personally, I hope that we can resurrect the Dewey model in some fashion but,
like Schultz, I worry that the coming economic crisis in higher education will lead,
instead, will lead to a two-tier system of elite colleges and universities serving the
upper classes and a trade-school model for the rest. It doesn't need to, but it will—
if we don't develop and demonstrate an alternative.
Schultz describes the corporate model as one where "decisions... are determined by a top-down pyramid style of authority." He points out that too few of the
decision-makers, who have pushed aside traditional shared governance that included
faculty, have backgrounds in education. Furthermore, he writes:
The new business model found its most powerful income
stream in profession education. Professional education, such
as in public or business administration, or law school, became
the cash cow of colleges and universities. This was especially
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true with MBA programs. Universities, including traditional
ones that once only offered undergraduate programs, saw that
there was an appetite for MBA programs.... They were sold to
applicants that the price would more than be made up in terms
of future income earnings by graduates.
Future earning is no longer assured—and the gamble of taking on debt against
it is increasingly seen as a bad risk. This very fact endangers the whole structure.
According to Schultz, universities are now trying to offset this new problem
by turning to online structures as new revenue streams. But that's not enough. Essentially:
The corporate business model functioned as education Ponzi scheme. Higher
education paid for programs by raked in dollars from rapidly expanding professional
programs and selling degrees on the promise that the high tuition costs would be
worth it to students.
Schultz ends with this:
Likely business models for higher education are not
good. They threaten to erode the strengths that American
higher education enjoyed for years, while at the same time not
articulating a plan that is financially sustainable.
That is, the only way forward for American higher education is to move away
from business models, replacing them with education models. Yes, funding procedures and processes will remain, but they cannot be the controlling forces for successful, sustainable education. Anything like what we have now, ultimately, will
revert to another Ponzi scheme—and Ponzi schemes, by their very nature, always
do collapse.
We in education, rather than sitting around wringing our hands and casting
blame, need to start proposing new models for education and finding ways of trying
them out. After all, we are the specialists.

In Decline or Under Attack?: American Higher
Education Today
01/04/15
A commenter called “blackcampbell” posted this response to my piece, “From
Great Universities to ‘Knowledge Factories’: Another American Institution in Decline“:
There are several aspects to the decline of academia that
the author — not surprisngly, on his rush to look for a corporate strawman — misses. The “decline” is due to many forces
1) an antiquated view of the academic’s position. We are not
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“great men” that mids are coming to sit at the knee off. Good
Google Fu and a desire to learn can get them an education
without us. 2) Increased demand, reduced utility: in the mad
push of the ’80s and ’90s to get everyone a liberal arts degree,
we caused massive inflation in cost for the schools and the
students, while minimizing the worth of the degree in the real
world. Oh…that supply and demand thing. It’s a bitch. Because of this, the cost-benefit of a college degree outside of
certain fields is, frankly, not there for most students; they’d be
better served with a vocational school. 4) That reduced utility
is causing a sharp drop in people interested in blowing money
on college. Simply put, your product isn’t i. Demand. Worse,
5) the quality of the academic has suffered sharply due to arrogance and political posturing. There is very little diversity
of thought, which leads to degraded education. This is especially obvious to he student (but, unfortunate, not the purveyors of tired theories) — when everything is framed in terms of
victimology, liberal arts educations are a waste of time for the
student.
I’ve been on both sides of the desk the last 15 years, and to anyone not desperately looking to cling to the past and ride the government funding gravy train, it’s
painfully obvious that we’re aren’t providing the product they need in a time when
a glut of graduates has created “certification inflation”, reduced utility to the student,
and has led to a retraction in the demand and respect for high education.
In a comment, I responded briefly:
First, yes, it is possible to be an autodidact. There are
plenty. But that does not mean it should be necessary or that
it is even a good way to go. For most, learning on one’s own
does not work well. Second, there was no “mad rush,” as you
call it. Third, you are creating a false dichotomy between vocational training and the liberal arts. Pursuing one does not
mean giving up the other. Fourth, there has been no “reduced
utility” of a college degree–and such degrees are certainly in
great demand. Fifth, the diversity of thought in our institutions
of higher education is staggering. The only people who think
not are those who find that their own narrow beliefs cannot
stand up to scrutiny or who haven’t the guts to argue forcefully for their beliefs in an academic setting. Sixth, I have
heard no one frame everything in terms of “victimology”
(whatever that means). Seventh, it is the for-profit colleges
who are really riding the “government funding gravy train,”
not the traditional colleges and universities.
I added that I would respond more fully in a later post. This is it:
1. Self-help movements, particularly in regard to education, have been
around, in North America, at least since the time of Benjamin Franklin.
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2.

3.

4.

5.

These are part and parcel of what I call the American “cult of individualism,” but they are rarely sufficient for a first-rate education. Education, after all, is a cultural phenomenon. It requires direct interaction
with others to succeed and to be valuable. It is not, furthermore, most
of us who teach in contemporary colleges and universities who buy
into the “great men” theory of education, but online educators, particularly those pushing Massive Open Online Courses (MOOCs), with
their ‘superteacher’ conceit. It is also the people who want to quantify
teacher value, they who lay student advancement at the feet of teachers, judging them through “assessment” of student progress, forgetting
that it is students who are at the heart of education, not teachers.
Strangely, it is those in the for-profit and “reform” movements who
complain most about “sage on the stage” methodologies, yet it is they
who do the most to promote them. Almost all real movement toward
more effective teaching comes from venues within traditional institutions where space for experimentation is provided.
If there was a “mad push… to get everyone a liberal arts degree,” it
was not of the 80s and 90s but began at the end of World War II,
reaching its height during the Vietnam War, when staying in school
was the best and easiest way of avoiding the draft. Also, to say that
such a “push” was responsible for increases in the cost of education
makes no sense: Mass production drives costs down, not up.
Reducing education to “cost-benefit” ratios is part of what I am complaining about. The value of education cannot be seen simply in terms
of wage differentials. Students are not “better served” by vocational
training alone… unless they are seen simply as raw material for corporate machines.
College isn’t in demand? Read this by Doug Lederman on 02/28/14
from insidehighered: “Nearly three million more people will be enrolled in American colleges and universities in 2022 than were enrolled in 2012, according to Education Department projections released Thursday. That would represent a significant slowdown in enrollment growth over the next decade compared to the last one, but the
projection is still aggressive given that the traditional college-age population is expected to decline over the same period.”
Sure, there is “arrogance and political posturing” in higher education… but there is “arrogance and political posturing” in everything.
And there always has been. It makes no sense to say that “arrogance
and political posturing” have contributed to the decline in higher education for two reasons. First, as “arrogance and political posturing”
have always been significant and their frequency has not changed,
these cannot be blamed for what has changed. Second, American universities are not in decline. There are as many great universities now
as there have ever been. There are as many top-flight colleges now as
there have ever been. What has changed is that the diversity and numbers of higher-ed institutions has grown by leaps and bounds. Some of
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these are not quite as good, bringing the average down. Foremost
among the “not quite as good” are the for-profit colleges that have
proliferated over the past few decades. To go on, the idea that “there
is little diversity of thought” in contemporary higher education in
America would be laughable if so many didn’t believe it. Compared
with for-profit schools, where regimentation is the rule, there is plenty
of diversity of thought in more traditional colleges and universities.
Just look at the variety of syllabi. The diversity starts with the broad
number of types of institutions with diverse purposes and goes down
to the incredible variety of choices individual instructors make. The
charge of lack of diversity of thought usually comes from people
whose own ideological agendas are so narrow that their rigid beliefs
are rejected within the broad spirit of discussion found on college and
university campuses. As to “victimology,” I think the opposite is generally the case on college campuses, where students are encouraged to
take control of their own learning, their own lives.
It is not traditional institutions of higher education who are ‘riding the government gravy train.’ On the contrary, they contribute quite heavily to the economies
of their cities and towns, states and the nation as a whole. They are an important part
of progress and community, helping American progress in many different ways.
For-profit institutions, on the other hand, rely on government-backed loans to students to survive–and they produce little for the communities in which they operate.
So, if any institutions of higher education are ‘riding the government gravy train,’ it
is the for-profits who take without giving back.
I know, I run the risk of sounding too enthusiastic about American higher education here–but sometimes it is necessary to point out that, for all the criticism (and
I, too, can be vociferous in my complaints), American higher education, in its traditional form, is still far above any of the alternatives that have been proposed or instituted. Though we are heading down a path that scares me, a path toward education
factories, we have not reached there yet. “Blackcampbell” believes I am setting up
corporatization as a “straw man,” but his or her own comments are those of someone
quite in favor of the corporate model I resist, making it clear that I am not creating
a “straw man” argument at all. If anything, “blackcampbell”’s comments personify
that “straw man,” showing just how real it is and how devious its arguments are.

The Crisis in Higher Education?
02/10/15
Whenever someone starts by saying that the problems with something or other
are well known, watch out. That person is certain to follow with enumeration of illunderstood issues and solutions showing little knowledge of the complexities of the
situation—and all human situations are complex. The phrase, “The problems with…
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are well known,” is little more than a means of avoiding grappling with the real
issues in favor of canned solutions appeasing the ignorant.
Two people, Jon Cowan and Jim Kessler, from Third Way (an organization
that styles itself as “a vital and daring center, where new ideas grow and orthodoxies
wither”), neither (according to the organization’s website) with real backgrounds in
education, start an op-ed “How to Hold Colleges Accountable” in The New York
Times today with just that phrase, replacing the ellipses with “college.” Students,
they say, aren’t learning and “fall deeply in debt.”
Well… though student debt is a problem, I am not sure that its current manifestation is particularly worse than in the past. When I graduated from college in
1973, I had a debt of about $5000, the equivalent of around $27,000 today. Though
the rate has been increasing, “Seven in 10 seniors (69%) who graduated from public
and nonprofit colleges in 2013 had student loan debt, with an average of $28,400
per borrower.” That’s not that much different than what I owed. And I was, I think,
pretty much within the norm.
The problem with student debt is lopsided, falling most heavily on the predatory for-profits that have been founded, in part, to take advantage of easy federal
money and make large profits. “The official fiscal year 2011 three-year cohort default rate is 13.7 percent: 12.9 percent at public colleges, 7.2 percent at private colleges, and 19.1 percent at for-profit colleges,” according to the New America Foundation. Obviously, we’re not talking about an across-the-board problem here, yet
Third Way’s Cowan and Kessler couch it that way: “A mere 21 colleges were threatened with… penalties last year. So the other 6,000 colleges are doing just fine?” No,
but the problems faced by public colleges and private colleges are quite different
from those faced by the for-profits. Alarm bells concerning the latter do not mean
the former are on fire, too.
The writers go on to assume a “central role in supporting higher education” of
the federal government. This is itself a little dangerous: The government was given
the role of guaranteeing student loans more than a generation ago, but that in no way
means that the federal government should see itself as playing a ‘central role,’ certainly not one involving the intricacies of the education offered. Yet the writers want
just that. They say they want the government to demand three things from colleges:
1.

Adherence to a certain “quality of teaching.”

2.

A “right-to-know law” for students and their
parents.

3.

Sharing in the cost of default on student loans.

In regard to the first point, the writers trot out the No Child Left Behind attempt
to require higher “training, evaluation and assessment of teachers,” something that
all of us involved in education now see as an abject failure—for quite a number of
reasons. They then turn to the Bill and Melinda Gates Foundation, an organization
whose meddling in education has led to highly skeptical reactions from educators,
citing a study that “found that just 20 percent of faculty members used innovative
teaching methods, like team-teaching across subjects, soliciting real-time student
feedback in class and using social media to spur discussion outside the lecture hall.”
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Though I constantly experiment, it is not my experience that ‘innovative teaching
methods’ are generally the answer for improved education. Want better results?
Make classes smaller. That, and many other old solutions to problems of student
performance would probably make more difference more quickly than will any
amount of “innovation.” The most important learning that goes on in college is in
the human interaction between student and teacher. This is where real learning occurs.
There’s a great deal that can be done to improve college education in America,
but little of it requires increased federal oversight. By creating the image of a crisis
(the authors write, “The United States can’t afford the status quo in higher education”), Cowan and Kessler are simply trying to insert greater control over higher
education by the federal government. That, obviously, is really their agenda, here.

Real Education Need Not Be Only for the Elite
03/24/15
Everyone seems to think that college is all about jobs. Even former Labor Secretary Robert Reich, in a column on his blog this past Sunday, “Why College Isn’t
(and Shouldn’t Have to be) for Everyone,” writes, “all too often the jobs they land
after graduating don’t pay enough to make the degree worthwhile.”
That may be true, but it is a reductive view of the value of the college experience.
I suspect Reich knows that, but he doesn’t say it. Little of discussion about
higher education today focuses on anything but monetary return, so it is not surprising that he sticks to the conversation as it is. After all, he’s also (in the first part of
his article) talking only about college for a certain class of Americans, those who
can hope to attend the “elite” colleges where connections are made that can influence the economics of a lifetime.
When Reich does get to writing about those other colleges that try to cloak
themselves under the mantle of expectations for “elite” colleges, he elides class differences and their extramural impact, though he alludes to them, writing that the
“biggest frauds are for-profit colleges that are raking in money even as their students
drop out in droves, and whose diplomas are barely worth the ink-jets they’re printed
on.” These colleges provide neither the nuts-and-bolts of education nor the cultural
capital so long associated with the college experience.
Concerning the belief that a college education is the only way into the middle
class, Reich writes:
This has to stop. Young people need an alternative. That
alternative should be a world-class system of vocational-technical education.
A four-year college degree isn’t necessary for many of
tomorrow’s good jobs.
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For example, the emerging economy will need platoons
of technicians able to install, service, and repair all the hightech machinery filling up hospitals, offices, and factories.
And people who can upgrade the software embedded in
almost every gadget you buy.
Today it’s even hard to find a skilled plumber or electrician.
Yet the vocational and technical education now available to young Americans is typically underfunded and inadequate. And too often denigrated as being for “losers.”
He’s right. As a teacher at a technical college, I’ll say that twice: He’s right.
But he’s also wrong—unless that vocational education is expansive enough to
include a good dose of the liberal arts. If it doesn’t, we are simply creating a stronger
two-tiered system than we currently have, consigning one group to support and allowing the other to compete to be “elite.” Vocational programs that focus solely on
“skills” will not be, as Reich wants them to be, “creating winners.” They will be
creating a greater class divide than we’ve ever seen.
Perhaps because he’s writing from a perspective of the upper and middle classes in America, Reich may not see the danger of limiting his discussion in the way
that he does. He writes, “we continue to push most of our young people through a
single funnel called a four-year college education.” That’s just not true, unless the
“we” is seen as the already college educated middle class. Not only that, but Reich
doesn’t account for those who never make it into the funnel in the first place, who
are not “failures” for not going to college for few in their milieu have ever gone.
Overall, a little fewer than 40% of Americans of working age have college degrees
of one sort or another. Few of the remaining 60% think of themselves as failures—
or would see their children as failures for not attaining degrees. They can be almost
inordinately proud when their children do graduate (which is one of the reasons I
love attending our graduation ceremonies), but they don’t see lack of a degree in
quite the stark term of Reich.
What worries me in the new vogue of community colleges and vocational
schools is that discussion about their value almost always ignores the cultural contribution (and the contribution to the individual lives of students) that can be made
if the skills training is combined with a liberal arts education. Central to all degrees
today at a school like New York City College of Technology is the general-education requirement. There is always pressure to push it aside, especially in two-year
programs where the need to include more technical instruction is always felt, but
that pressure has been resisted—so far.
Reich is an intelligent and important figure. I hope he will see that we all need
to do more than argue for increased attention to alternatives to “elite” colleges, that
we need to make sure that those alternatives contain more than training, that they
focus on the education of a citizen (Dewey’s influence is surely showing, here), too.
In the past, a community-college degree has served two functions: First, it has
provided technical and vocational skills that can lead directly to jobs. Second, it has
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provided a base for transfer into four-year programs, if the student so desires. My
fear is that, by increasing focus on the former, we will lose the latter—and the
greater education that its gen-ed base implies. If we do, the country will be the
poorer for it.

Experts and Adjuncts: The New Model for Higher
Education
10/10/15
The American professoriate once ranged from professionals who taught a
course as an adjunct—a contribution to their professions, the compensation being
almost nothing—to the regular (but generally poorly paid, often relying on family
fortune to sustain them) faculty who generally assumed lifetime security at institutions whose operation their colleagues dominated. That changed over the decades
starting with World War II, when research funding started to drive university budgets sharply upward and demand for higher education led to much higher government
funding, expanding state university systems dramatically (especially in the realm of
community colleges, but not only).
Today, the professoriate ranges from poorly paid professionals whose only income comes from part-time teaching at a number of different schools or who are
working on contingent and generally term-limited contracts, to faculty at elite institutions, scholars who are able to augment their already substantial salaries through
consulting and expert testimony, among other things. In between is a rump permanent faculty, the shrinking body of tenured professors (making much less than the
elite scholars) representing what had once been the heart of the university. At the
same time, faculty responsibilities have shrunk as a new class of administrators has
arisen, shifting participation in institutional management away from the faculty and
further justifying the move to temporary and part-time workers for classroom oversight.
Two articles today emphasize the dangers of this evolution. The title of one of
them, by Karl Schmidlin on Salon, sums it up: “The corporatization of higher education: With a system that caters to the 1 percent, students and faculty get screwed.”
The other, “Is Money Corrupting Research?,” an op-ed by Luigi Zingales in The
New York Times, provides a caution about the top end of the spectrum, “Is Money
Corrupting Research?” Together, they confirm the contemporary, money-obsessed
nature of American higher education and make me wonder what the future might
hold.
Toward the end of the years when I had no involvement at all in higher education, I served on a jury in federal court. Falise v. American Tobacco Co. was a billion-dollar RICO case attempting to secure more money for victims of asbestos. The
idea was that tobacco use exacerbated the effects of asbestos on lungs and that the
tobacco companies had conspired to hide the impact of tobacco itself and were,
therefore, liable for a part of the ensuing medical costs. The trial, which ended in a
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hung jury, lasted two months. It was an eye-opening experience for me, and hardly
an imposition. I was a retailer at the time, and my store was within walking distance
of the courthouse. As the trial convened only four days a week, I had evenings,
Fridays and weekends for completing my work there, allowing me to concentrate
on the trial without distraction. I learned a great deal about tobacco, asbestos, corporate ethics, and legal procedures.
I also learned about expert witnesses. We had many, from a Nobel laureate and
a Surgeon General to Jeffrey Wigand, whose tale as a whistleblower sparked the
movie The Insider. Quite a few were law professors, mostly (or so it seemed) from
Harvard and Yale. At that time, I had no idea what a lucrative business being an
expert witness is. Since then, after returning to academia, I’ve had a small taste of
my own, earning $500 for a few hours’ work on a trademark dispute—peanuts, compared with what the experts on Falise must have received, but a big deal for a cultural-studies professor.
The lawyers spent more time on the bona fides of the witnesses, it often
seemed, than on their actual testimony. One side would set up the scholar as god’s
gift to his (they were mostly men) field and as a disinterested observer of events.
The other would tear him down as a callow chaser of dollars. One of the experts was
a historian trying to show that Americans knew before the 1953 “Frank Statement”
advertisement by the tobacco industry that cigarettes are less than healthy. I was
perplexed. Just sitting in the jury box I ticked off a dozen or more examples from
popular culture that would make a point he seemed straining toward. Though a historian, he obviously didn’t know American entertainment very well. His specialty,
in fact, was military history with a focus on the Revolutionary War.
I got the impression that most of the experts were there because they were kept
consultants either for one side or the other. They had not been chosen, in other
words, for their expertise but because they had been presented as experts before and
had shown their loyalty to the company whose lawyers called them forward. They
reminded me of the last line of the Kingston Trio version of “The Streets of Larado,
“So get yourself an outfit and be a cowboy, too.” They were more interested in being
seen as experts and in making money than in real research or scholarship.
Which brings me to the Times column. Author Zingales is a business professor
at the University of Chicago. He’s discussing “the integrity of research and expert
opinions in Washington” but his points apply much more widely. Specifically, he
uses the resignation from the Brookings Institution of Robert Litan after Senator
Elizabeth Warren pointed out that he was testifying before the Senate as a disinterested expert but that his research had been funded by a party which “has a stake in
the debate.” Zingales states, with reason, that even “when we are paid to testify as
expert witnesses, integrity is expected from us.”
Zingales is dealing with only one aspect of the problem, one he believes can
be solved by transparency, writing that:
Congressional testimony and policy papers should be
posted online at least two weeks in advance of a hearing and
open for comments, so that Congress could crowdsource alternative experts’ comments.
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And all expert witnesses should be disclosed to the public, with a time delay
if needed for confidentiality.
He concludes: “Knowledge is essential to judge and deliberate. If the
knowledge transmission process is corrupt, so is our judicial and legislative system.”
He’s right to extend the problem to our judicial system where, as I saw, people make
second careers out of being experts, of testifying even when it’s quite a stretch to
match their qualifications to the subject at hand. I have come to include these scholars in what I like to call “rolodex experts,” people on tap for news media and court
cases—generally for a price or for publicity that shores up their reputations as experts.
Because they are so high profile, these scholars have come to represent college
and university faculty in the public imagination—and the public guesses—correctly—that they make quite a bit of money. People then assume—incorrectly—that
the rest of us do, too.
Such scholars are the 1% of the faculty world. Unfortunately, getting to that
status can be corrupting—if in no other manner than what the fundraising politicians
have to do is also corrupting (one of Donald Trump’s few accurate points). But it is
understandable, especially given what is increasingly the only academic alternative
now that the concept of a permanent faculty is in serious decline. As Schmidlin, in
the Salon article, writes, “This exploitation of low-wage faculty is part of what’s
known as the corporatization of higher education. Increasingly, both public and private colleges are being run on the cost-cutting model of American business.”
If we are not careful, what we are going to have in American colleges and
universities is a faculty of a corrupt (at least in appearance) and avaricious top tier
and an exploited mass of interchangeable workers… much like we’ve been developing in the rest of society, these past decades. The vast difference between someone making less than $25,000 a year as an adjunct and their supposed colleagues
making much more than ten times as much (given their university and consulting
incomes combined) bodes poorly for the continuing success of our institutions of
higher education. The latter become the face and the former the reality; the latter
further erode cultural trust in the professoriate each time another conflict of interest
is uncovered and the former become the servants to the new administrative class and
its customers, the students.
Little good could result.

Big Academia? Or the Death of Academics
02/16/18
Big Pharma, Big Oil, Big Coal, Big Tobacco. These are real collusions and
they have had impact on all of our lives. But Big Academia? Jack Kerwick, one of
David Horowitz’s followers at FrontPageMag, certainly seems to think so. He sees
it, from the best I can glean from his confused piece, as an enemy within the university. He writes, “The relatively few of us who refuse to succumb to the Groupthink
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and who are determined to continue calling out the abuses are academic dissidents
motivated by a desire to protect liberal learning from those who would destroy it.”
“Liberal learning”? To Kerwick, that seems to be “the civilization—the Western civilization—that is their [students’] inheritance.” That, by the way, is code for
white supremacism today, so it is not surprising to see someone from the far right
using it.
Kerwick subscribes to the school of thought that only those with a rightwing
perspective can be objective. Those of us on the left, in his view, are so besotted by
our ideology that nothing we do or say comes out anything but crooked. He thinks,
in addition, that everyone from any perspective feels the same about everyone else,
writing that “one could be forgiven for suspecting that Barlow would be upset indeed if his employer began hiring Evangelical Christians and Eastern Orthodox
Catholics.” Well, there have been Evangelical Christians in my department (whether
they still are, I don’t know, for I don’t ask—but they are good colleagues) and I
know Eastern Orthodox Catholics I would welcome with open arms. I’m even fine
with rightwing conservatives as teachers and scholars—as long as they are honest
enough to admit it when shown they are wrong (the same standard I hold for my
leftist colleagues). I even teach my students to call me out when I make mistakes—
and they do.
But let’s get back to Big Academia.
There are, and have been, plenty of cabals in America. But the faculty in American colleges and universities are not among them. Just look at their variety. From
underpaid adjuncts with no guarantee of continued employment at community colleges in remote corners of our poorest communities to tenured professors in endowed chairs in the Ivy League, they are as many and as various as the people in
any profession, anywhere. If they serve any single master, it is their students: Almost
to a one, they are dedicated to providing education that can lead to productive lives
at work, at home, and in the public sphere. Their religious beliefs are as various as
they are, many being Christians, others Jewish, Moslem, Buddhist, Hindu, atheist
or anything else one might imagine. They agree on very little except, likely, that
they don’t particularly like to take orders from anyone.
When people like Horowitz attack ‘the professors,’ they are aiming at a small
segment of the academic community, one that actually has very little power and
exists only on a small number of extremely elite campuses. They choose this group
because it never has had much power and has rarely had much inclination to fight
back. Most college teachers ignore the attacks because they have no relevance to
their lives either as teachers or scholars. Ultimately, there are only two purposes to
the attacks: First, to raise money from the hard-right true believers and, second, to
cement control of education by those outside the faculty.
With the great majority of faculty not even paying attention, it has been easy
for rightwing forces to assert increasing control over American colleges and universities. Our problem as members of the faculty who are not asleep to this threat has
been in waking the others. Too often, we have been distracted by the Horowitz types,
arguing fruitlessly with them when we should be working to show our colleagues,
people who would be shocked and/or amused to know that they are part of something called Big Academia. Instead, we should be shouting loudly to our fellows
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that the freedoms that have been the basis of creation of the greatest educational
system the world has ever seen are under threat. Kerwick’s purpose is to make sure
that doesn’t happen, that an actual Big Academia based among the faculty never
emerges.
While I don’t expect the broad American faculty to agree on much, I do think
most of us can support the concept of academic freedom as put forward by the
AAUP in 1915 and 1940 (as opposed to the Orwellian version peddled by Horowitz), the concept of shared governance, and the ideals of American education in
general put forward by AAUP founder John Dewey. Beyond these, we have very
little in common (though we do tend to be somewhat more liberal than Americans
in general). What we activists among the faculty need to be doing now is to concentrate on the protection of these areas of agreement, our differences put aside so that
we can protect something we all believe in. We need to stop people like Kerwick
from deflecting us from the needed movement to protect what our spiritual ancestors
worked so hard to establish.
If we fail, even that western tradition going back to the ancient Greeks that
Kerwick claims to adore will crumble and we will find ourselves living within the
top-down structures of totalitarianism, within a real Big Academia. And, like Socrates, we will find ourselves making our final farewell.

Sham Admissions and The Sham
Meritocracy
03/16/19
In all of the hoopla about a fake meritocracy, illegal shenanigans for college
admissions, legacy and other legal but questionable methods of getting in, and all
the other things swirling around the internet this past week since a bunch of rich folk
were busted for buying college entrance for their kids, one thing has been forgotten:
The whole process of college admissions is a sham that has very little to do with the
education the students might earn.
Almost any of the students involved in the scams that came to light last week
can succeed at almost any American college. Admission criteria don’t keep out students who can’t make it in college, whatever college. Instead, they weed out those
the college doesn’t think will reflect well on them after graduation. That’s why the
children of the wealthy and of alumni are given special treatment: They are more
likely to stay rich or match their parents’ accomplishments than students from more
mundane backgrounds. Critically, they are more likely to give money later than will
students from hoi polloi backgrounds.
There are, of course, many college students needing special support to succeed.
The reasons are various: Poor high schools and trauma may be the two most common but other factors, such as learning disabilities and physical disabilities, also
place students in awkward positions when they try to compete with their peers. But
50

even these students can succeed in earning legitimate college degrees, emerging
with just as much knowledge as their peers at Stanford and Yale.
I teach at an urban public university, New York City College of Technology,
where the challenges faced by my students are quite different from those facing kids
destined for selective colleges. Not only are the high schools they come out of
mostly substandard “factories” processing students through to graduation based on
very little accomplishment, but my students haven’t had, before college, much in
the way of effective outside tutoring or test-prep. Not only that, but their parents,
few of whom have graduated from college or even attended, cannot offer the support
taken for granted by luckier and wealthier students. Oh yes, I should add that half
of my students don’t speak English as their first language–many of their parents
hardly speak it at all.
And then there’s the trauma. I had a student some years ago who walked for
five days through floods in Pakistan to reach a place where he could get a bus to
Islamabad and then a flight back to New York for school. Many of my male students
have been arrested or, at least, stopped and frisked, and some have spent a night or
two (sometimes more) in jail. Some of them come from broken homes rife with
abuse or have lived in shelters from time to time–or both. Some are teen-aged parents. Some are veterans who, now just coming out of their teens, have seen more
death and destruction than most of us see in a lifetime.
And that’s just for starters. The things my students have experienced are often
far beyond the imagination of their luckier peers.
Yet, for all that, these students can succeed in college. That Pakistani man?
Last I heard, he was working on a doctorate at an ivy-league school. Another student
hailed me as I was walking in the Flatbush section of Brooklyn: “Hey, professor!,”
she shouted from across the street, “I just finished my Masters in Computer Science
at Columbia!”
Like them, I wasn’t able to get into a selective college out of high school. So,
I spent a year and a half at Utica College in upstate New York and a summer at
Brooklyn College before wrangling a transfer to Beloit College in Wisconsin. I was
only a mediocre student even there, never really learning how to buckle down until
I entered grad school at the University of Iowa as a special student five years after
graduation (I entered a degree program a year later).
What I learned for myself, and why I teach where I do, is that it doesn’t really
matter what college a student attends, not in terms of the education. What’s important is the preparation and support the student has had before entering, the support for the particular needs of the students at the college, and the desire of the student to engage in the learning offered in her or his courses.
If a student has been adequately prepared and has sufficient motivation, he or
she can succeed in earning a degree in almost any American university. Without the
preparation, the student can still succeed, though the institution may need to provide
focused and frequent support. Ours tries to, starting with a faculty willing to provide
academic support at a level unnecessary at so-called “better” institutions. With it,
our students can (and do) move on, like I did, to top-flight institutions, competing
comfortably with students from elite colleges they never could have hoped to attend
as undergraduates.
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The panic to get one’s kids into top-ranked colleges and universities, we should
always remember, has nothing to do with the education the students might receive
at one place over another. There’s very little difference between what a motivated
student can learn at Medgar Evers College and what he or she might learn at Harvard.
What those busted parents were paying or cheating for isn’t education–but
simply status.

Education in the Corporate Oz
04/04/19
One of the more depressing articles I’ve read recently—outside of politics—is
Kevin Carey’s “The Creeping Capitalist Takeover of Higher Education” on
04/01/19 for Huffington Post. He writes:
Instead of students receiving a reasonably priced, quality online degree, universities are using them as cash cows
while corporate middlemen hoover up the greater share of the
profits. In a perfect twist, big tech companies are getting the
spill-off, in the form of massive sums spent on Facebook and
Google ads. It’s a near-perfect encapsulation of the social and
structural forces that allow the already-rich to get richer at
the expense of everyone else.
Carey believes one can get a reasonable undergraduate education online. I
think that is extremely rare. My experience with distance education goes back more
than thirty years; I know what its uses and limitations are. In particular situations,
when students are unable to take advantage of face-to-face instruction, distance,
now online, education can provide a viable alternative—but it is never optimal. The
best education always includes extensive personal interaction between student and
instructor—and not interaction mediated by the mail, the phone or the internet.
But that’s not what I find so depressing.
Everyone with serious experience in education knows this is true: Good education requires close student/faculty interaction—even Carey knows this, though he
may not want to admit it, still excusing distance learning, even while pointing out
the damage its misuse causes. The evidence, though, is right in front of all of us:
Students and their families pay upwards of $60,000 a year not simply for “name”
education but for the heavyweight and very real education behind the name. Students clamor to get into the ivies and to Oberlin, Reed, Haverford and all the other
small residential private colleges providing impeccable educations through the opportunity to work closely with faculty. No one, except someone conned into equating the name with the education, would pay the money these schools cost for an
online alternative.
Except, as I said, if they are swindled.
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This swindle lies behind Carey’s essay. To save money, many universities are
moving more heavily than ever before into online education, charging as much,
sometimes, for their new courses as they do for their more costly (to the institutions)
on-campus courses. Even public institutions are involved: They charge the same for
online and hybrid (partly online and partly classroom) courses as they do for classroom-based ones, though it costs much less for the institutions to offer such courses.
This saves so much money that the colleges and universities are loathe to signal that
they are providing a lower-standard product through their online and hybrid catalogs. So, they maintain the fiction by charging the same for both. They want to keep
that money coming in; they don’t feel they can afford to admit, through a separate
pricing structure, that the online and hybrid courses are not on the same level of
instruction as what goes on when the focus of education is at least three hours a
week of personal “interface.”
Carey argues, without meaning to, that this reluctance to admit that online education is second-rate has opened the door for an entirely new corporate intrusion
into education. Companies are “assisting” universities with their online programs
and, according to Carey, are syphoning off a percentage of the huge and growing
amounts of money involved for this ersatz education that is so much cheaper to
provide. This, he claims, could be the death knell for education as we have known
it, for the style of education that has made American universities the envy of the
world.
Toward the end of his long article, Carey comments:
As our most trusted universities continue to privatize
large swaths of their academic programs, their fundamental
nature will be changed in ways that are hard to reverse. The
race for profits will grow more heated, and the social goal of
higher education will seem even more like an abstraction.
The situation is actually worse: Even public institutions that are not outsourcing the digital structures for the online courses which bring in so much more profit
are part of this race. Faced with diminishing governmental support, they scramble
to find ways of approximating the education they once provided, doing so with reduced resources. To keep this up, they cannot admit that they are shortchanging their
students any more than they can admit that they are cutting corners through their
increased reliance on adjuncts (who may be fine teachers but who are exploited and,
often, overworked as they move from campus to campus).
The idea of a college education as America once saw it (meeting Carey’s “social goal of higher education”) is dying, Instead of something dedicated to the improvement of the whole of each student, it is reduced to simple certification, to quantifiable outcomes instead of development of well-rounded and really educated citizens.
We know this. But no one is willing to admit the obvious and do something
about it–for that costs public money and reduces private profit.
There’s just too much money in the charade, in keeping people believing that
the Scarecrow does, in fact, get smarter when the Wizard of Oz hands him a diploma.
53

And that is very depressing.

“It Can’t Happen Here?” Maybe, for Education, It
Already Has
07/26/19
Is Liberty University the future of the American university?
Most of us have dismissed Liberty as an outlier. Though an accredited university, Liberty’s focus has always been education through religion rather than, as traditional American religious colleges and universities have it, religion through education. Its leaders have not the confidence in their convictions to allow others to
come to belief through independent exploration. Liberty wants to keep everything
within pre-established bounds—anathema (or it should be) to most American colleges and universities.
Education, to put it bluntly, has never been Liberty’s focus.
In another respect, though, Liberty is providing a model for contemporary
American university administration far beyond religious institutions. It has become
the exemplar neoliberal institution of higher education. Decisions all come from the
top and employees (including faculty) work ‘at will’ with no protections like academic freedom or on-campus rights like freedom of speech. This regressive model,
one that the AAUP was founded to fight more than a century ago, should long ago
have died. The zombie, though, has pulled itself out of the grave and has already
infested most campuses—though not yet as fully as at Liberty.
Will E. Young, former editor-in-chief of Liberty’s student newspaper The
Champion, on 07/24/19 described Liberty’s faculty structure for The Washington
Post in an article focusing on president Jerry Falwell, Jr.’s management style, “Inside Liberty University’s ‘culture of fear’”:
One cause of perpetual insecurity at Liberty is the school’s militant refusal to
award tenure to any faculty member (outside the law school, which must offer it for
accreditation). Instructors are instead hired on year-to-year contracts; during the
spring semester, they find out whether they will be coming back the next fall….
Late-notice faculty removals have also become more commonplace, according
to [former Liberty history professor Brian] Melton, stemming in part from Falwell’s
stated desire to tame the teaching corps. “He considers the faculty to be disposable
beasts of burden,” Melton says. Last summer, 14 professors at Liberty’s School of
Education were suddenly told that their contracts would not be renewed as part of
what former Liberty spokesman Len Stevens called a “reorganization.” This June,
a dozen faculty members at Liberty’s School of Divinity were notified that their
contracts would not be renewed. By that late in the year, it is too late to find another
job in higher education for the fall.
For former faculty members, Liberty’s culture of fear can live on. The school
often requires terminated professors to sign a nondisclosure agreement if they want
their severance packages, several told me — a practice that is extremely uncommon
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in higher education, according to Robert Bezemek, a California lawyer who represents labor unions at universities….
“There is zero trust between the administration and faculty,” Melton says.
“It will never get this bad where we teach,” say the rest of us, those working
within public and private universities with longstanding traditions of academic freedom and shared governance. And there are never going to be many cases like Falwell’s, who ‘inherited’ Liberty from his founding father.
But the Falwell model is already upon us. University administrators have
found myriad ways of sidestepping the models we still cherish and even fight to
maintain. Some of them Liberty doesn’t even need, a fact that administrators elsewhere recognize with longing.
Take adjunctification (better termed “casualization”). Liberty doesn’t need it
as a tool against tenure the way other universities do: It never had tenure as a possibility for the vast majority of its faculty. This has the added bonus of squelching any
rumblings toward shared governance, for people who last a year or two can establish
no more power than part-timers. In both cases, the faculty are contingent—and, as
such, are not at all central to the institution.
The neoliberal goal.
Or one of them.
The management-of-education philosophy of Liberty and our other neoliberal
institutions presumes that the outlines of knowledge are complete and that, at most,
scholars now are simply filling in the details. The people at the top think they understand the big picture and hire little people to carry out the myriad tasks of running
the institution in the fashion dictated by those in ‘responsible’ positions (a very Ayn
Rand model). This flies in the face of any rational conception of the real needs of
education or of the ways successful research works. It’s regressive and arrogant. But
it is the way most of our institutions are now run.
Though many of us still refuse to believe it.
We believe we faculty still have power within our institutions, though there is
little evidence that any administration at any college or university today sees faculty
as any sort of partner in running the institution—let alone an equal partner. The very
fact that contingency has become a way of life and the full-time tenured professor
an endangered species should long ago have woken us to the situation—but it didn’t.
We remaining full-time faculty have continued to sleepwalk in our dogmatic,
self-satisfied slumber, assuming we are protected by our beliefs in a system that has
been crumbling beneath us for more than a generation. We really have believed that
it can’t happen here.
But it can. And it is.
The proof is the example of Liberty University.
If we can’t awake to that now, we never will. And American education will
become nothing more original than the filling in of crossword puzzle boxes.
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The City University of New York
I love CUNY. My father, after being fired by Hamilton College for contract
grading, moved to Kingsborough Community College in 1970 as part of the large
intake of professors necessitated by open admissions, a policy that had just begun.
Two years later, I took summer courses at Brooklyn College before heading to Beloit
College in Wisconsin as a transfer student from a Syracuse University branch in
Utica. The courses at Brooklyn were part of what led me to graduate school in English a number of years later.
When I first taught at New York City College of Technology as an adjunct in
2001, I knew very little about it even though I was quite familiar with its neighborhood, having taught for a year for a private school just two blocks away and then
establishing a store/café not much farther (a ten-minute walk) away. I quickly
learned that the students at City Tech were exactly those I already knew I liked
teaching best, students with no idea of what it meant to be educated—or even to be
a college student.
The things you love most can drive you crazy most easily. CUNY does that to
me. I want it to be better than it is, better than it is willing to try to be. Its administrators are reactive, rarely ahead of the curve, catching up with the past rather than
creating the future. Many times, I’ve been so frustrated that I’ve wanted to jump
ship, but I have stayed on board for the almost 14 years, now, since my first fulltime appointment.
For all of the frustrations I feel and the difficulties the system faces, I still feel
it represents the best of the breadth of American higher education—not the elite, but
the entire range.
And it may just stumble into the best of the future.

Pathways to a Flexible Core
03/22/12
There is a great deal of controversy within the City University of New York
over its "Pathways" initiative, an attempt to establish a system-wide flexible core of
courses for students during their first two undergraduate years. Most of the controversy has to do with process—with how Pathways was conceived, structured, and
introduced. Faculty see it as an imposition from the administration, when the appropriate way of approaching the possibility would have been through faculty governance structures. The result is a poorly thought structure that will be a nightmare to
institute—something that could have been avoided had the administration enough
confidence in the faculty to simply suggest a possibility and then listen and respond
as the faculty developed a workable program—something the faculty as a whole can
do but that the administration, which hasn't the day-to-day connection with courses
and academic program implementation, cannot.
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Still, the idea behind Pathways is a good one—better, probably, than even its
backers at the top of the CUNY central administration realize. It harkens back to
attempts to establish an undergraduate foundation not governed by "disciplines,"
something that C. P. Snow pines for in The Two Cultures and that Robert Hutchins
and Mortimer Adler suggest (and that is still found in St. John's College in Annapolis, MD), though without the slavish devotion to an antiquated body of knowledge.
It is just possible that someone behind the program recognized that devotion
to the disciplines is so strong within the faculty that it was unlikely that anything
that could possibly be seen as a threat to the little kingdoms would not be rejected
out of hand—so thought to bypass that possibility completely. The result, however,
is a timid and tepid program that will probably do no one any good (in terms of their
education) but that will throw the entire system into chaos. The faculty may be petty
at times, but its input could certainly have averted what is now a looming disaster.
The faculty could have made a good idea realizable instead of, as we face now,
creating a weak reflection of a good idea that will be next to meaningless even if it
succeeds.
One of the cornerstones of Pathways is a "Flexible Core" of five areas:
•

World Cultures and Global Issues;

•

U.S. Experience in its Diversity;

•

Creative Expression;

•

Individual and Society; and

•

Scientific World.

Students will be expected to take six courses to meet the core requirement,
including one in each of these areas with the proviso that they can take no more than
two in any single discipline. Courses will be placed in particular areas at the request
of individual colleges and approval by a system-wide Pathways committee. Qualification will depend on compatibility with 'learning outcomes' specific to each area.
The areas, taken together, are expected to provide a common foundation for students
moving on into their specialized majors.
The areas, and the 'learning outcomes' that define them, were created by a committee formed and tasked by the administration, though it was made up of faculty
members. According to one of them, they didn't even really understand the purpose
of what they were doing until far along in the process. In other words, the faculty
did not create this but simply did administration bidding.
When I attended the first meeting of another system-wide committee, the one
that is asked to decide if courses belong in the areas proposed for them by individual
colleges (I am also on its "Individual and Society" subcommittee), a number of questions were raised by faculty to administrators who were really running the meeting
(though there was a bow to faculty governance, a chair of the whole from the faculty). One of these used the example of an introductory Economics course, of the
sort taught at almost all colleges. What would happen, the administrators were
asked, if one college would place this course in "Individual and Society" and another
in "World Cultures and Global Issues"? What would happen to a student transferring
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from one school to the other? The answer was that the course would continue to fill
the area it was associated with at the first school. But how, if the student hadn't yet
met all of the area requirements, would the student continue?
One of the things that didn't come up, but that should have been discussed
openly and across the faculties of all the colleges before this was instituted (and
should have been decided upon by the faculty), was this move to create new silos in
place of (or in addition to) the older discipline silos—and just how placement within
them should be defined. 'Learning outcomes' themselves are something of a sideways attack on faculty self-governance, for the very concept has not arisen from
within the institutions but from outside organizations, including accrediting bodies.
Perhaps it can be argued that these have nothing to do with the disciplines and faculties themselves but are concerned with more general educational goals, but I think
that's a little bit of a red herring: 'learning outcomes' are being used as means of
structuring courses in increasingly quantifiable ways, for purposes that have little to
do with education itself, but with control of the process. They have arisen from a
lack of trust in the faculty... at least, from a lack of faith that the faculty can determine for itself (and without outside guidelines) the value of a particular offering.
Using 'learning outcomes' as a way of sorting courses for meeting a set of requirements, especially when those requirements (both in terms of the five areas and
in terms of the learning outcomes) were established at a remove from the faculty,
further erodes self-governance—but it also erodes any sense of solid structure
within our educational systems, one of the very things Pathways was meant to avoid.
The areas are so generalized, and the 'learning outcomes' so amorphous ("Articulate
and assess ethical views and their underlying premises": which of the five does this
belong in? What course could this not be a goal of?) that the divisions start to seem
random, almost capricious. Hammering out a new core structure among the faculty
would have been difficult and time-consuming, but it would have ended up creating
something with a great deal more clarity—of necessity. The competing needs and
ideas within the faculty would have forced negotiation and justification before the
fact, creating something solid and defensible as a whole. Not, as will now happen,
on a case-by-case basis as departments tailor their 'learning outcomes' to particular
areas and my committee evaluates their success in doing so, creating something definable only through 'learning outcomes,' creating a circularity of reasoning instead
of a linear logic—a real pathway to a clear goal.
Though I am perfectly happy to serve on this committee, and to do the required
work in hopes that Pathways succeeds, I see very little likelihood that it will. There
are many more potential problems with Pathways than I have expressed here, any
of which could derail the whole. Though the CUNY administration may have felt
that side-stepping traditional governance structures and processes was the only way
that its vision of Pathways could be instituted, it ignored the fact that those structures
grew for a reason, one if which is that the individual vision (in this case, the administration's vision) rarely covers all contingencies and needs. Change, to really succeed, needs to be constructed by the whole of an institution, not simply by its head—
especially in education, where structures are cultural and diverse of necessity.
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CUNY Pathways: "Reform & Rigor"?
04/06/12
Yesterday, a slick 8-1/2x11 brochure arrived, Pathways Ahead: Reform & Rigor. With lots of pictures, testimonials, and white space, it devotes little room to the
details of its putative content—but it is worth responding to here, given the continuing controversy over the new CUNY Pathways initiative.
The brochure was accompanied by a letter from Alexandra Logue, the Executive Vice Chancellor and University Provost who, last month, convened the meeting
of the Pathways committee I am serving on. She opens the letter, dated March 29,
"Dear Colleague," though neither the letter, the brochure, nor the committee meeting
made me feel that Logue and I are on any sort of collegial level. That would have
required real faculty involvement in development of Pathways and in its implementation, something I see nowhere.
Instead, we faculty members continue merely to be told what the initiative is.
Rarely have we even been consulted and certainly we were not involved in the conception. Now, we are simply instructed on our role as cogs in its wheels. We are
condescended to, given "a brochure that outlines the initiative in greater detail and
explains how our faculty have shaped and are implementing its components" when
we have done nothing of the sort.
The truth is that we, on the faculty, are being shaped by the administrators for
the Pathways initiative, becoming nothing more than tools of implementation.
Because, as a member of the CUNY faculty, I feel it is my responsibility to try
to cooperate with system-wide initiatives, I will continue to serve on, as the brochure
describes it, the "University-wide committee of approximately 130 faculty [which]
will evaluate each course proposed for the Common [Flexible] Core to ensure that
it meets the standards of the new core." I will do what I am told. But I will not
pretend that we on the faculty have developed this program, have devised ways of
implementing it, or support it. I am doing my best as an employee, though I know I
should be seen as more of an independent (though contributing) member of a somewhat more autonomous faculty with real governance powers.
The brochure claims that the initiative was "developed by a task force... composed of 47 distinguished faculty from college and disciplines across the University." That may be so, but that committee was selected by the provosts at the behest
of the central administration and acted on instructions from the administration. It
had nothing to do with the vast majority of faculty members and reflects little of the
day-to-day realities of CUNY teaching or even of individual college administration.
This is a top-down initiative showing little understanding of realities of instruction
on most CUNY campuses.
It is much the same in the committee I serve on: We've been instructed that we
are to evaluate courses to see if they meet 'learning outcomes' for the particular
Flexible Core area of our particular subcommittees. Another committee created
those 'learning outcomes,' and we have no input on that, on what is presented to us,
or on how it is presented. Even our means of responding have been designed for us.
We are expected, simply, to see if what we get from the colleges matches what we
60

were given by the administration. We see a syllabus and entries on a data form.
Beyond that, we have no real knowledge of the course we are considering for inclusion in our Core area. We don't even know if similar courses from other colleges are
being presented in the same way. So, an introductory Economics course from one
college might end up in Core one area while the same course from another college
might be in a different one, depending on how the particular colleges decide to present their courses. In other words, there is no broad vision, at this point, simply a
pigeon-holing of course descriptions that already have been tailored to the particular
Core area.
The point of the administration is that it doesn't want the Core areas defined
by discipline. The result, again, will be that the same course will end up in different
places, depending on how the particular college wants to present it. The brochure
claims that Pathways will clear up "the transfer maze," but I suspect the Registrars
of the colleges are cowering in their offices. If the faculty had designed Pathways,
as should have happened, we would not have created this odd situation of circumvention of disciplines while leaving them in place. We know better.
Clearing a maze? What we have now in this initiative is a maze masquerading
as multiple pathways. The example of the Economics course is but one of many
confusions now appearing.
Perhaps this is why, though the brochure claims to provide detail, it gives almost none. It speaks of the Flexible Core, for example, but doesn't define it.
Only by ignoring the details and the possible consequences can this initiative
be imagined as a clear pathway to anything. I am reminded of a road on a map,
where it seems straight and clear, the map itself the pride of those who designed it.
But the road itself? Well, the map-makers have never visited it, have never seen the
potholes, the washed out bridges, the washboard where the pavement long ago disappeared, the sandy shoulders. But they don't care. Their responsibility is the vision.
Let others take care of the road.

CUNY Pathways and Faculty Governance
04/21/12
Last Tuesday, the City Tech College Council, the faculty governance body for
the college, passed the following resolution relating to CUNY Pathways:
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We in United States colleges and universities have, for the most part, a century
of successful tradition behind the concept of faculty governance in the area of curriculum (in others as well, but I want to stick to the case at hand). Why? There are
a number of reasons, including these:
• It is only the faculty as a whole, not its leaders or representatives and certainly not those who handle the administration of the college or university,
that sees the needs of education broadly enough to make useful and possible curricular policies. As both content experts and the front line of interaction with students, only the faculty is situated to effectively integrate
these two critical areas.
• Though the faculty has to operate within financial guidelines established
by the administration, it is not beholden to funding sources the way the
administration is. In fact, one of the reasons for faculty self-governance is
that it allows the administration to distance itself from faculty curricular
decisions, keeping funding sources aware of the necessity for independence. When it reaches into curricular debate, it narrows that distance,
threatening the independence of education as a whole.
• Faculty self-governance is in keeping with American ideals of participatory democracy, as opposed to systems of dictate from the top.
• In contemporary America, education is coming to be a political topic, its
agendas set far outside of our colleges and universities—far away from our
elementary schools and high schools. Education itself becomes secondary
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to the political motivations surrounding it. Each time we allow forces from
beyond the faculty to make decisions, any decisions, we weaken the
strength of educators in deciding questions of education.
Pathways may be an attempt to meet a perceived need of bringing consistency
to the various CUNY campuses, and it may be that the central administration believes that it is best situated to address that need, for it stands away from the individual schools. That, though, could be an opening for the administration to take on
other tasks that have been left to the faculty in the past. Maybe the CUNY administration does not mean it to be that, but a door left slightly ajar can easily blow
open—much more easily than one firmly shut. And the door against administrative
involvement in curricular development should be kept bolted (it has not been, but
that, again, is a broader concern than I am addressing here).
The City Tech College Council is not saying that the needs Pathways is meant
to meet are not worthy, simply that the method is inappropriate—for all of the reasons I put forward above and for others... not the least being that Pathways is poorly
designed and is being poorly executed.
As the College Council says, it would be best, at this point, to abandon Pathways and start over. The central administration, by backing down on this, would
take an important step towards re-establishing trust between itself and the faculty—
and would probably be able to set in motion a process toward curricular modification that would better meet student needs than the current Pathways ever will.
There's no force to the College Council resolution, which is itself unfortunate.
But it does add to the voices of CUNY faculty rising up in response to Pathways,
joining the Baruch College Faculty Senate, the College of Liberal Arts and Sciences
faculty of City College, the Brooklyn College Faculty Council, the Bronx Community College pathways committee and more in expressing concern over the process
of creation and implementation of Pathways.
Will the central administration respond to the concerns raised in a positive
way? I hope so. It would be in the best interest of all of us involved in CUNY for it
to do so.

Dialoguing CUNY Pathways... Or, at Least, Trying
04/26/12
This came to my email inbox yesterday (my responses are in italics and in
green, in case anyone in the CUNY administration is listening). I wish that the
CUNY administration really would open itself up to dialogue instead of providing
questions of its own devising and providing answers crafted to its own questions. I
would love for the administration to really listen to the concerns of an uncomfortable
CUNY faculty and respond carefully to those concerns. Right now, many of us on
the faculty are feeling a little like the mouse in Lewis Carroll's "The Mouse's Tale,"
listening to the cat say "I'll be judge, I'll be jury." We'd love it if this could turn into
a more open and more participatory process.
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From the beginning, we in the CUNY community have been told, basically,
that the verdict is in, that Pathways is a done deal. But, in education, nothing need
remain in stone; all can change. The faculty is open to being convinced about Pathways (at least, I am—and many others I know are, as well). We only wish that the
administration would be open to considering our objections rather than simply barreling ahead. That, after all, is what the century-long tradition of faculty governance
requires.
My questions are real, and some of them certainly come from ignorance about
a process I was not involved in until quite recently... but they still deserve, I believe,
consideration:
CUNY Newswire - April 25, 2012
Six Questions and Answers Regarding Pathways
Dear Colleagues,
Attached is a document with information about the Pathways project, "Six
Questions and Answers Regarding Pathways." I hope that this information is useful
to you.
Sincerely,
Alexandra W. Logue
Executive Vice Chancellor and University Provost
The City University of New York
1. What prompted the Pathways initiative?
Pathways was initiated solely to help students. Many students at CUNY start
in associate degree programs. Those who want baccalaureate degrees generally
transfer to senior colleges. What's more, students transfer in all directions within
CUNY (e.g., senior college to community college; senior college to senior college)
for a variety of academic and personal reasons. We owe it to students not to put
obstacles in the way of their academic progress.
I agree with this goal completely, though I am not sure a major restructuring
of the core is the best way to go about reaching it. It seems a bit like trying to kill
an ant with a sledgehammer, forgetting what the impact might be on the cement the
ant is crossing. If this were the only goal, I think a much more elegant solution could
be formulated. Perhaps finding a way to equalize existing courses in terms of requirements, outcomes, and even numbering would do the job more efficiently. Were
other options considered by CUNY? If so, why were they rejected?
In the past, CUNY's colleges each developed their own variants of general
education, which differed significantly in their course requirements and in their
number of credits. This made it difficult for students to transfer within the CUNY
system without facing new requirements, delays, and uncertainties as a result of
credit evaluation. Too often, credits that met general education or major requirements at the home college were transformed into elective credit at the receiving
college. This does students a disservice. Over time, general education requirements
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have grown and have become more complex, to the point where they have become
a major stumbling block for students trying to complete their degrees. In many cases,
CUNY colleges' requirements are far more numerous than those at other public university systems.
Yes, and as we both say, this need does need to be addressed... but is it really
a "major stumbling block" for a significant number of students? For how many does
it become a problem (out of the total student population)? Even if it affects a large
number of students, is the problem significant enough to warrant such a major restructuring? Why? And why, then, was it not addressed in the past? Is the problem
worse now than in the past? Why the rush to do this so quickly now?
2. What effect will Pathways have on CUNY's standards?
Standards will be strengthened. The new general education requirements will
bring CUNY in line with other leading universities. In addition to general education
requirements, students will continue to fulfill all major, liberal arts, residency, and
GPA requirements to earn their CUNY degrees. Under Pathways, more students
will have enhanced opportunities to engage in intellectual exploration, to pursue
double majors or minors, and to take additional upper-level courses.
Please explain how the Core areas are "in line with other universities." By
defining six new areas for distribution requirements without re-defining the academic disciplines, what Pathways does is increase the complication of requirements—even as you, yourself, say. Yes, students, in some cases, will have fewer
hours of common core courses to take, but I am not sure that will provide "enhanced
opportunities to engage in intellectual exploration." After all, the number of hours
for degrees remain the same. Can you explain exactly how Pathways will enhance
opportunities through examples contrasting Pathways with the old system?
In the past, senior colleges have had little influence on the general education
courses taken by community college students, many of whom transfer to senior colleges. A 1999 Board of Trustees policy mandates that students who transfer with
AA or AS degrees can be required to take only one additional general education
course. Under Pathways, all students transferring from a community college to a
senior college will be required to take at least six credits of general education as
determined by the receiving senior college. And all community-college students-as
well as senior-college students-will take general education courses that have been
approved by a university-wide committee consisting of senior members of the faculty.
The requirement of six credits determined by the particular senior college isn't
much of an increase. Furthermore, the approval system only allows this "universitywide committee" to see descriptions of the courses tailored to specific learning outcomes. The members of the committee get to see, really, very little of any one course,
and only those courses submitted to the area of their particular subcommittees. No
one on the committee, and certainly not the whole, will be able to see the breadth or
connectivity of the program possibilities. Is anyone going to look over the whole
and judge its efficacy? If so, who would that be? Who is going to judge the success
or failure of this program?
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3. How will Pathways affect what courses colleges can offer?
The Common Core is very flexible. Colleges have already shown that they can
create their own distinctive approaches to the core. For instance, those that want to
require four semesters of foreign language for most of their students can do so-as
Hunter College plans to do. Those that want to offer-or require-science labs can do
so. Those that want to require American history can make this choice, as can those
that want to require psychology or any other liberal arts or interdisciplinary field. It
is the colleges that decide which courses to submit for each area of the Common
Core. Senior colleges also exclusively decide on the content of their 12 College Option credits.
If there is flexibility, it is in the four-year, not the two-year programs. Pathways may well crowd out other requirements for Associate degrees. This is an area
outside of my own knowledge, for the most part, so I would like to see examples of
how programs could be built around Pathways with the sorts of possibilities you put
forward here. Could you provide those?
4. How have faculty been involved in the Pathways initiative?
Hundreds of faculty members have participated, and continue to participate, in
shaping Pathways. The Board of Trustees has the sole authority under New York
State Education Law and its Bylaws to make educational policy at CUNY. In the
case of Pathways, the Board of Trustees adopted a resolution that created a basic
framework consisting of a Common Core of 30 credits and an additional six to 12
College Option credits for senior colleges. The resolution did not include any provision about the curricular areas within the Common Core; it delegated the power
to make recommendations to a committee overwhelmingly made up of faculty. The
committee's recommendations were accepted by the chancellor.
The Board of Trustees may have the power, but power wielded without consultation is often power poorly exercised. Rather than starting from the top with a
resolution and then delegating power, it would have made more sense to bring the
faculty into the first discussions, eventually presenting a resolution that had faculty
backing rather than delegating a narrow set of responsibilities to committees the
make-up of which you, and not the faculty, control. Is there any willingness on the
part of the administration to delay Pathways so that a new look can be taken?
Under Pathways, faculty members at colleges maintain their full authority over
the development of courses and will decide which curricular areas to emphasize in
the Common Core.
I don't mean to be catty, but this sounds rather paternalistic to me... like asking
a child if she wants to see The Lion King or Aladdin without ever considering that
she might have something else in mind. Are you willing to bring us into the totality
of the conversation and decision-making rather than just offering us choices you
have already determined?
5. How will Pathways affect foreign language courses?
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Under Pathways, all colleges have the option to require foreign language
study, as Hunter College is doing. Senior colleges can require students to take at
least four semesters of a language other than English, and community colleges can
require two semesters of a language other than English. Colleges may also decide
to tie course requirements to proficiency levels, requiring a larger or smaller number
of language courses depending on a student's existing language proficiency.
Right now, at City Tech, we require three semesters of a language for the Associates degree in Liberal Arts and Arts. Pathways is forcing this degree to change
without City Tech participation (there won't be room for a third language course
within the 60-hour requirement under the new system). How many other degrees
will find themselves in the same situation?
6. How does Pathways address science courses? Will science courses transfer
to other universities?
The teaching of science remains a priority at CUNY through the Pathways
initiative. The facts are: 1) students must take at least six credits of science in
CUNY's new Common Core; 2) colleges can structure these courses as they wish to
include lecture, lab, or both; and 3) to satisfy the Common Core, students can take
science courses required for science majors, and these courses can consist of as
many credits and contact hours as the college chooses.
Here again, "colleges can structure these courses" but only within severe limitations, limitations requiring an entirely new approach to lab sciences, for six hours
does not work in existing frameworks of eight-hour sequences. This is really something that should come from the faculty, and not from administration, so that the
teachers themselves can determine the best possible sequence for their students and
their programs. Imposing a total from outside does not allow this. Would you be
willing to work with science faculty to revise this requirement, if science faculty
could convince you that a sequence of two 4-credit courses is necessary? This might
require changing the entire structure of Pathways. Would you be willing to do so?
There is a good deal of evidence indicating that students will be able to transfer
Common Core science courses to other universities. These courses will have been
developed and vetted by their colleges. Some CUNY colleges currently require
three-credit/three-contact-hour general education science courses for non-science
majors, similar to the requirement at most SUNY campuses, the University of Michigan, the University of Wisconsin, Penn State, and many other colleges and universities.
Could you please show us the evidence? You name a few schools, but there are
hundreds that our students may transfer to. How many of those will accept threecredit science courses? What percentage of the whole will do so? Is it really worth
making this kind of change in our own science requirements? Why? What other
options have been considered?
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The Judgment of Writing
06/20/12
For the CUNY Assessment Test in Writing (CATW) (that would be used for
more than another five years), a scoring rubric breaks analysis of student writings
(responding to prompts that include short texts) into five categories. These are:
1. Critical Response to the Writing Task and the Text;
2. Development of Writer's Ideas;
3. Structure of the Response;
4. Language Use: Sentences and Word Choice;
5. Language Use: Grammar, Usage, Mechanics.
Each of these is scored on a scale of 1-6, with the scores of the first three
categories doubled for the final result.
At the start of scoring sessions, a round of "norming" is standard procedure.
This brings scorers together, making sure that each understands the ratings in approximately the same way so that deviation in scores will be at a minimum.
From a listserv I subscribe to, I find that the norming concept is now being
taken a step further (though not with CATW but with another scoring rubric). Setting up a bar graph of the results in each of four (rather than five) categories, the
researcher hopes to establish a standard grade for the putative essay associated with
each particular configuration, doing so through a norming process called "Social
Judgment Analysis" (SJA), a process that was developed in the 1970s for policyconflict resolution and that centers around the work of Kenneth R. Hammond.
In Leonard Adelman, Thomas R. Stewart, and Hammond's “Application of
Social Judgment Theory to Policy Formulation” (Policy Sciences 6 1975, 137-159),
the authors state that:
social judgment theorists have developed computer graphics
technology as a means of resolving policy differences. Such
devices can provide (1) immediate statistical analysis of the
judgment process, in terms of weights, function forms, and
consistency…, and (2) immediate pictorial description of
these parameters. (141)
The primary advantage of the present computer graphics
system to policy-makers is that it makes explicit, both statistically and pictorially, where agreement and disagreement lie;
or in other words, the cognitive differences that result in disagreement. In short, it serves a clarifying function. (142)
They go on to describe how they put what would come to be SJA to use:
Since the participants had different policies concerning
the relative importance of the various functions…, the first
step in the study was to describe each participant’s policy, in
terms of weights, function forms, and consistency, i.e., do policy-capturing. Such action would permit 91) the pictorial
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representation of the participants’ policies and thereby aid
them in understanding their similarities and differences, and
(2) the groups or clustering of the participants in terms of the
homogeneity of their individual policies. (147)
Their conclusions are:
specifically, (a) social judgment theory asserts that policy quarrels are often cognitive in origin…. The theory also
asserts that (b) computer graphics technology makes explicit,
both statistically and pictorially, the cognitive differences that
result in disagreement, and (c) that such clarification should
result in the understanding and subsequent resolution of such
differences. (156)
Applying this as a norming process, rather than as one for problem solving,
can have, the researcher implies, certain benefits. An "expert" reader of the bar
graphs developed through the process can learn a great deal about the writing and
even the writer—and about the opinions of the scorers (which can then be discussed
and even adjusted through the analysis). If it were applied to CATW (it won't be:
it's not needed there... I just show that as an example of a rubric and so that I can
talk about norming), the "expert" might even be able to tell quickly where to place
a student on a needs spectrum.
Before I go further, I should say that I have no problem with SJA. In fact, it
relates to Robert Leston's excellent chapter "Smart Mobs or Mobs Rule?" in our
book Beyond the Blogosphere: Information and Its Children. The problem is that
this (as norming does in general, but to a much greater and much more troubling
extent) can strip writing of its primary purpose, communication (or effectiveness)
and writing evaluation of its necessary close link to the act of communication itself.
If used as a structure for evaluating writing, it will encourage the type of writing
that George Orwell warned against just after the end of World War II in "Politics
and the English Language," rewarding use of 'dying metaphors,' 'operators or false
verbal limbs,' 'pretentious diction,' and 'meaningless words.' Though proponents
might try to argue differently, an SJA norming must completely ignore the rules for
writing Orwell offers:
(i)

Never use a metaphor, simile, or other figure of
speech which you are used to seeing in print.

(ii)

Never use a long word where a short one will
do.

(iii)

If it is possible to cut a word out, always cut it
out.

(iv)

Never use the passive where you can use the active.
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(v)

Never use a foreign phrase, a scientific word,
or a jargon word if you can think of an everyday
English equivalent.

(vi)

Break any of these rules sooner than say anything outright barbarous.

It's almost impossible for any norming process to take these rules into account,
for none of them is quantifiable.
Any scoring rubric is problematic, anyway: reducing writing to numbers always removes it from the dynamic of communication. Though the rubric is created
in order to remove the subjective element, it also removes the written document
from the stimulus/response/reinforcement active paradigm that is real communication—and makes possible the 'barbarisms' Orwell details. Any rubric removes the
writing under consideration one step from what should be the real purpose of evaluation, consideration of the effectiveness of the writing. Adding an additional step
of creating a visual representation (the bar graph) further removes evaluation from
the writing task itself.
A rubric is an artificial device for a specific purpose and should not be considered beyond that purpose. I suspect the researcher knows that and doesn't want to
use it but for one specific purpose. The problem is, it probably will be. In CATW,
the rubric is used with the exam for placement in First Year Composition. The developers of the exam and the rubric understand that there is limited value in what
they have constructed and make no claims for it beyond the single purpose. Even
that is troubling, for it does not stop others from imagining that writing can be assessed comprehensively and effectively through rubrics, leading to arguments that
'machine grading' of essays can be effective. Yet that doesn't even work in situations
like the CATW: there are just too many judgment calls that a machine can't make.
But there are plenty of people who want to believe that it can.
The researcher in question uses SJA to explore the differing attitudes towards
written work within different teaching populations by asking teachers to match bargraph instances with specific letter grades. The idea is to then see what the differences are in the answers and to use that to better understand the needs perceived in
the different environments.
In addition to my concern that this can become an assessment tool, especially
for 'machine grading,' I worry that the information the researcher will gather is
flawed, and for one quite particular and specific reasons: Writing teachers like me
cannot complete the survey, so the information will be lopsided, at best. And necessarily incomplete.
When I tried to complete the survey, I was faced with a series of bar graphs of
four bars each, the bars representing different areas of judgment of writing on a scale
of 1 to 4 (similar enough to the CATW rubric for me to understand what was being
done). I had to match each configuration to a letter grade.
As I started, I felt a strange sensation, almost a physical vertigo. Something
was wrong. As I tried to make a selection, I realized I could not; I felt as though
there were a wall between me and what I was trying to evaluate.
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Upon reflection, I realized that, indeed, there was: I was being asked to evaluate writing without the ability to see the writing. And I could not do it, not even in
the most abstract fashion. I could not withdraw myself from the focus on actual
communication that is at the heart of my teaching. What I was being asked to do had
nothing to do with actual writing, but it claimed it had. The cognitive dissonance
was so great that it paralyzed me. As the researcher said, it would be too much work
to actually ask people to read all of the essays. This is more efficient. But I could
not do it.
Maybe it is more efficient. But it is not evaluation of writing. Even by participating in such a survey, I would be tacitly agreeing that writing can be evaluated, to
some degree at least, through graphic representation of previous evaluations of defined parts of the physical artifact. By participating, I would be abetting those who
would like to see essay assessment done by machines, who believe that writing can
be stripped of all of its dynamism and reduced to formalized squiggles alone, leaving
communication completely out of the picture. I could not.
We are at a dangerous crossroads, already turning towards unwarranted reliance on assessment tools rather than on teachers and readers. For a nation that claims
to have faith in the individual, this is peculiar—but it is also changing learning into
the mastering of form. Real content gets stripped away, as it does in this particular
usage of SJA (it doesn't in others, where the content remains central because the
scorers are also the contributors). We cannot afford more of that, so should be extremely careful about feeding our mania for data, no matter how well intended.
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Curriculum
We responsible for education spend a considerable amount of our time deciding what should be studied and in what order. We do this based more on the pressures we feel from outside education than on what might be best for our students
and our cultures and society beyond the immediate future of jobs and institutional
costs and competitions.
There is a time and a place for a technical agenda in education, but that is
only part of what is needed. Skills are best learned when combined with ideas. That
way, the skillful also become the innovators. Yet our colleges, today, place most of
their emphasis on developing technical prowess, for that is what can be most easily
promoted to outsiders, leaving the thinking out of the picture.
Most teachers struggle against this, trying to even out student learning so that
it includes both skills and thought. The fact that the struggle continues is one of the
more heartening aspects of American education.
In my field of English, we’ve recently seen a split between those most interested
in skills, specifically writing skills, and those focused on reading and appreciating
literatures, a much more ideas-based task. Personally, it was the desire to read more
intelligently that brought me into the field of education. Specifically, I had loved
William Faulkner’s The Hamlet but did not understand it—but wanted to. One thing
leading to another, and I had a PhD in English with a focus on 20 th Century American Literature. After moldering in my back pocket for a decade-and-a-half, it
proved the ticket to a new career and new interests—including a renewed focus on
skills, not just reading.
Though I went to graduate school simply wanting to read, I became fascinated
with writing and the teaching of writing early on. Yet I was confused: People were
separating reading and writing and a new field, Comp/Rhet, was growing. To me,
an understanding of reading required an understanding of writing, and vice versa.
Though I was happy to see an expansion of exploration, I never understood cutting
one off from the other.
*****
One of the things continuing to perplex me about discussions of curricula in
English and the humanities more generally is the on-going debate about a literature
canon and “great works.” Greatness changes as ages come and go. Favorites of
mine, including John Dos Passos, have fallen out of fashion and once revered writers like Sinclair Lewis are hardly read at all (though his It Can’t Happen Here does
continue to be mentioned in political debate). Once ignored writers, like Herman
Melville once was, are now firm members of the pantheon of greats. Some writers,
like Anthony Trollope, have disappeared from bookstore shelves while others, like
Wilkie Collins, are benefiting from campaigns to resuscitate their reputations.
Many excellent writers who have been ignored because of considerations of
ethnicity, race, religion, class, genre or even subject matter have also been revived.
Dashiell Hammett, who was rarely taken seriously in his lifetime, is one such, as
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are Kate Chopin, Zora Neale Hurston and the dozens of other women writers whose
work was always the equal of the men of their time.
Mortimer Adler’s Great Books of the Western World seems quaint and narrowly conceived today, much that is included being only of historical interest. Visions of greatness have much to do with impact, and many writers who once seemed
new and even revolutionary have been consumed in later works and superseded—
or have even become irrelevant in light of more recent though.
The body of literature available today is so large that, for any one work lauded
as “great” and included on a list, another can also be found that is just as influential
or beautiful—but left off. The choices are subjective, ultimately, and depend on the
choosers own age, gender, class and interests. The choices cannot be claimed as
universals.
When I teach literature, I refrain from calling anything “great” or “classic”
but try to help students determine whether the particular work provides them anything personally, sparking interest or showing them something they hadn’t seen before. I explain to them that I have chosen particular works for pedagogical reasons
(including my own familiarity with the authors) and not because these are necessarily the best or only choices. That becomes part of the lesson.
Yet, what we study is as important as how we study. As a convert to Cultural
Studies, I can argue that one can learn from anything—and I believe that. The question remains, though, why? Why spend time reading a text that bores one or watching a movie that puts one to sleep? The point of a curriculum in the Humanities is
to open students to whatever comes afterwards, to get them to want to experience
more.
The thing-in-itself is never sufficient, not in a classroom.

The Service Literature Provides
10/23/11
Graham Greene dismissed some of his novels as "entertainments." Yet among
these are works as lasting as anything he wrote—and as interesting. Greene was
reflecting a cultural schizophrenia that Clement Greenberg, on the eve of World War
II (and the time when Greene was producing "entertainments" profusely) diagnosed,
calling one extreme "kitsch" and the other "avant-garde."
We still see this today. Two years ago, writing for examiner.com, Michelle
Kerns detailed one modern example of the split, using Stephen King and Harold
Bloom for the two sides. Fortunately, in terms of the general cultures of the Englishspeaking world, Bloom is a dying dinosaur while King reflects the more vibrant
world of popular culture.
Unfortunately, in the parallel in our schools, the nearly extinct remain dominant.
In the study of literature, at least.
The strait-jacket of older views of literature is so strong that those wanting to
look at books in culture or at books that don't meet the artificial constraints of the
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"literary" have had to peel off into their own new areas of study (African-American
Studies, American Studies, Comp/Rhet, Technical Writing, Cultural Studies... all of
these departments, and more, frequently grew out of English departments), often
eventually leaving English departments completely.
Calcification in English studies reached its height in the 1980s when "Theory"
became the holy grail, when the inferiority complex of English professors, engendered in part by S. P. Snow's "The Two Cultures" lecture twenty or so years earlier,
oddly led them to imagine a strange sort of intellectual equality with physicists—
but it did not start there. Students of literature have long harbored secret fears that
their explorations do not equal the value of those working in other fields (silly
fears—intellectual pursuits should not be defined by subject matter or goals, but by
discoveries; as much can be discovered through the study of entertainment as
through the study of anything else, though its manifestation may be a little more
subtle). So, they tried to elevate their subject matter, thinking that would make what
they do equal to what a molecular biologist, say, does. As some literature was
"clearly" trash, they first had to jettison that: echoing earlier mavens, it wasn't literature, they decided.
This process is much older, of course, but it now accelerated.
Real literature (defined and restricted by the critics—there was even an acceptance of the idea of "Great Books," something set forth and codified by Mortimer
Adler and Robert Hutchins), they soon determined, was valuable in and of itself.
The author, the milieu of creation... these and other things were irrelevancies. It was
the text itself that was important, for the text 'created' the world of the work. They
(these were, at first, the New Critics, but now they were legion) derided study of
context as example of the 'intentional fallacy' and extolled 'close reading' (intimate
examination of text) as the height of their craft.
Bloom, of the generation after the New Critics, continued their tradition. In his
How to Read and Why, which follows the tradition of Adler's How to Read a Book
(though Adler was not a New Critic), Bloom tries to justify reading in a way not
even Adler, who saw it as the means for best comprehending original thinkers, manages. He writes, "You need not fear that the freedom of your development as a reader
is selfish, because if you become an authentic reader, then the response to your labors will confirm you as an illumination to others" (24). Shades of Ayn Rand and
her The Virtue of Selfishness! Be the best that you can be, and all will come to you.
This sort of nonsense, unfortunately, has formed and informed the study of
literature for some sixty years, now. The upshot has been a veneration of the text
(Adler) and of the act of reading (Bloom) that has made it impossible (almost) to
generate enthusiasm for literature classes and even to find real value in them. They
have become painful exercises, for students, in memorizing plots, themes and characters, acts whose value is questionable—unless, of course, you can make an argument for the intrinsic value of literature—which, of course, is what the New Critics
and their children have been trying to do for generations, now.
It can't be done. But people keep trying, terrified by the specter of becoming
members of what are seen as merely "service" departments, those preparing students
for success in other areas, but without their own majors. It is this, I believe, that
keeps the quest alive, and keeps professors like Bloom constantly turning their noses
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up at "bad" literature and trying to justify the reading of "great" literature as an end
in itself, academically.
But literature, be it good, bad, high, low, old or new, is entertainment. Greene
may have wanted some of it to be different but, ultimately, it is not. The first objective is always to delight... even if, with Horace, we argue that it is also designed to
instruct.
If ya can't get an audience, ya ain't agonna teach anything.
The 'instruct' thing is kinda questionable, anyway.
Why instruct? Do other forms of entertainment have to instruct? Why should
literature?
Entertainment, of any sort, can be used to instruct. We all know that. Its very
nature raises 'teachable' questions: Why is something entertaining? Does a particular
entertainment work across cultural or class lines? Why? Or, why not? What makes
one entertainment more successful than another? Why do people crave entertainment so much that it becomes a major factor in economies? Oh, and there are so
many more... and the answers to any of them help students understand human nature
and human cultures a little bit better than they did before. Fitzgerald’s The Great
Gatsby, in the context of American society between the wars or of human relationships within conformist constraints, becomes a lot more useful than The Great
Gatsby as an end in itself—especially since we are clearly making our students hate
literature when we present it this way. Instead of creating any sort of success, even
in promoting reading for its own sake, we are teaching our students to loathe it.
Yet our English departments continue to teach literature this way, and our high
schools prepare them for it, making plot, character, and theme the centerpieces of
instruction... when even 'theme' is divorced from most contemporary reality (at least
in the instruction).
It's easy to find ways of teaching literature otherwise. It is happening in American Studies departments, in African-American studies and in a variety of other
places where culture is a primary consideration in academic pursuits. Why are they
still so rarely found in English departments?
Oh, I know: there are thousands of courses where literature is approached in
fashions appropriate to both enjoyment and learning. But the standard is still that of
the New Critics. And that standard was a dead end sixty years ago and remains so
today, the likes of Harold Bloom notwithstanding. From time to time, it is appropriate to point that out once again. For me, as I begin to grade papers for my first solely
"literature" class in a couple of years, today is one of those times.

Why Take Composition Courses?
06/11/12
The brouhaha about automated grading of essay exams came to mind the other
day when I was asked, as an English teacher, to comment on whether or not a student
might be able to submit a series of lab reports to fulfill a composition requirement.
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If automated grading catches on, we are going to see more questions like this, and
may eventually see it leading to the end of composition-as-we-know-it. Perhaps that
is not completely a bad thing (I am not really fond of how we teach writing or even
of how it is integrated into the curriculum), though it would be a set-back for our
students. Of course, that's a pendulum that would, of necessity, swing back once we
see a generation of writers coming out of college even more incompetent at communicating in writing than those graduating now.
Here's a part of how I responded:
As you have requested, I have examined the lab reports.
Unfortunately, I do not see how they can possibly be construed
as meeting the requirements of a writing course, be it the fundamental composition course all students must take or even in
Advanced Technical Writing, the course covering material
closest to the lab-report writing of the sort provided. Both of
these are courses I teach, and I would not accept these lab
reports in either as fulfilling anything more than a small part
of what I expect of my students.
There are quite a number of problems with any consideration of this type of
work as substitution for a writing course in English, but I will focus on only two as
prime examples of why these lab reports do not show the type of work required in
an English writing course. Either problem would be a sufficient basis for rejecting
a request to use these reports in place of doing the much more extensive and nuanced
work of a real composition course.
First, the lab reports follow what is, basically, a single formula. As a result,
they indicate no command of the variety of written communication covered within
any English writing course. In addition, the nature of the formula is not one that
necessitates the types of revision and reworking that are part of the process of writing that can be required of a college graduate. Nor does use of the formula allow the
student to face and overcome critical questions of audience and effectiveness, areas
of importance in any writing class—and in writing in the world one enters on graduation. Finally, the use of a report formula allows for the completion of a document
without the student ever having to deal with questions of transition, tone, or style—
all significant elements of writing as taught in an English writing course. For these
reasons and more, no English composition class teacher would ever accept such lab
reports as fulfilling more than one assignment—if they (or one of them) would even
be accepted for that.
Second, the actual writing by the student in these reports is quite slim. Because
of their structure, lab reports require little original composition, allowing boilerplate
prose to carry most of the burden. At most, there is but a paragraph or two of what
an English professor would accept as original writing in any of these lab reports.
Writing is an attempt at communication, not simply filling in categories or listing
results. Students learn to do that by concentrating on writing as the primary activity
in a composition class. Here, the writing is simply a coda to another process and
another learning exercise.

77

As a result, I cannot recommend that these lab reports be considered in any
way as the equivalent of what a student is expected to do and learn in a college
English composition course.
My objections would be rendered meaningless, were automated grading to
move first into standardized testing and then (by logical extension) into the classroom. We would no longer be able to teach writing, but would be teaching the filling
of forms, the establishment of a formula, and the arrangement of squiggles on a page
or screen. No one really needs to learn all of that for any purpose but passing a test.
Eventually, schools and colleges would realize this and would dispense with composition courses altogether.
They would dispense with them... until the day would come, necessarily, when
someone would point out that new graduates were emerging with no ability to communicate in writing about anything they had learned or that they might discover.

Humanities, Heal Yourselves
11/01/15
In a comment on a post of mine yesterday, Frederick Glaysher wrote, “Human
experience is much deeper and profound than what the humanities has come to allow
in our time, creating a disharmony that has deeply damaged itself and contemporary
culture.” Indeed, many in humanities departments across American have created—
or have allowed the creation of—an academic subculture that subverts the claims of
the humanities to show the very best of human endeavor and consideration. Instead,
the failures of those of us in the humanities have led to a general perception of the
senior faculty as a closed guild wielding tenure and promotion decisions, peer review, and even the privilege of academic freedom as weapons protecting them what
has from them what ain’t.
We in the humanities set ourselves up as the arbiters of all that is good and just
in America, but do not act justly ourselves, or for the good of all. We become, in the
words of Laura Kipnis, “symbolically incoherent.” Title IX, for example, a federal
regulation meant for combatting sexual discrimination on campuses, is seen today
as a cudgel for retribution or for advancing other agendas, in the eyes of the general
public, as much as it is seen for its laudable intent. That’s our fault, those of us who
work on campus. We have allowed this to happen.
We have allowed our sanctimonious worship at the altar of diversity to become
cover for our own discrimination. We talk a good line, but we seldom walk it. People
with disabilities haven’t found effective acceptance on campus—nor have “invisible” minorities such as Appalachians. We pretend to welcome African-Americans
and other minorities, but their numbers mysteriously dwindle as career midpoints
are reached. Students from privileged backgrounds, those speaking much like the
faculty, are more readily welcomed—and they do better in their courses.
Outsiders notice this, even if we within the ivory tower turn our heads.
It’s worse.
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There are campuses, today, where getting tenure or being promoted has become a hazing process, senior members of departments taking out their own frustrations on the young rather than supporting them and helping them further the
scholarship and teaching that landed them their jobs in the first place. The diminution of the tenure track from well more than half of the faculty positions to less than
a third has only increased the power of those making tenure and even promotion
decisions. It has also led to an impression of tenure as regressive, a reward for those
who do exactly what their seniors did. Tufts professor Sol Gittleman quotes Mark
Taylor of Columbia, “The single most important factor preventing change in higher
education is tenure.” Gittleman disagrees and makes a strong argument for tenure—
but the popular perception is more in line with Taylor’s, and not without reason.
The shared governance so important to those of us who are members of the
AAUP becomes, in some hands, license to act with impunity. Not only has this resulted in a deteriorating public impression of our profession and of tenure but it has
led to administrative meddling in the increasing number of dysfunctional departments—providing an excuse for more top-down university governance. Petty jealousies rule where considered discussion is assumed to prevail. Departmental power
is rarely shared, chairs holding on to their positions, disbursing favors instead of
dispersing governance.
Departments have become so removed from the scholarship of their members
that many have little idea of what their colleagues are doing. Few bother to read the
work of even those whose offices are down the hall and who teach the same classes.
We become so intent on our own precarious climbs up the ladder of promotion that
we forget that collegiality means more than being nice to each other—and that real
scholarly progress always rests on discussion as well as on lone toil in lab or library.
One result of this is that we are right while everyone else is wrong. Our individual viewpoints have become so narrow as to be parochial. This spills over into
peer review, where many of us savage any submission that does not adhere to our
own line of thinking and the pedigree of our own scholarship. We claim to be open
to a variety of viewpoints, but we don’t live the claim, excluding work that might
contradict our own from the journals that define our fields.
Part of the problem in all of this—or part of its creation, certainly—is secrecy.
Concerns for privacy are important, of course, but they have drifted into coverage
for impunity. From Title IX investigations to hiring, tenure and promotion decisions
to blind peer review, we have discovered that privacy can become a curtain hiding
activities that should be in the sunshine. And we so use it. While talking about honesty and care, we act on our basest impulses, assured that they will never be uncovered.
While any one act of retaliation or revenge under the cover of privacy may not
be discovered, the impact of the high number of them in academia is readily apparent even to the most casual outside observer. The dishonesty of academia is clear,
therefore, to almost everyone except those of us most directly involved, those of us
with a vested interest in keeping up the illusion of our moral superiority.
The values the AAUP fights for, including tenure and academic freedom, depend on a faculty that acts with compassion and respect. We make it harder for
ourselves to defend our profession when we don’t act toward each other with these
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in mind. The privacy screen may make it easier to hide individual actions, but it
does not erase the cancer eating the bowels of our profession.
Reform starts at home and with each of us. When we find ourselves involved
in investigations, even secret ones, we should act as though in public. When we
evaluate candidates for hire, tenure or promotion, we should ask ourselves if our
deliberations and conclusions could stand up to public scrutiny. When we review an
article or a book for a journal or a press, we should assume that what we write can
be read by anyone. And we should remind others of this same responsibility.
Nothing I have written here is new, but nothing anyone has said earlier has
changed anything–and I doubt this will, either.
The truth remains: Only then will we start to salvage our reputation. Otherwise,
fear of others within our profession will continue to ensure that, as Glaysher also
says in his comment, “the humanities remain closed off to any real debate, virtually
guaranteeing their continuing decline.”

‘Distant Reading’ English Syllabi
01/23/16
There has been a great deal of interest in the Open Syllabus Project, including
an article in The New York Times by Joe Karaganis and David McClure on 01/22/16,
“What a Million Syllabuses Can Teach Us.” I thought I’d take a look at it and see
what tentative conclusions I could draw (a la Franco Moretti’s Distant Reading)
about what is being taught in my field of English in the United States.
Two of the top twenty listings are handbooks, Diane Hacker’s ubiquitous The
Bedford Handbook and the almost as common MLA Handbook. Excluding these and
adding numbers 21 and 22, I am looking primarily at the top twenty works of literature assigned in English courses according to the admittedly limited database of
the project. #22, Melville’s “Bartleby, the Scrivener” also appears at #49 due to a
difference in reporting the title, so I have added the two together, the total moving
the story up to #3.
The first thing that jumps out is that Allan Bloom has little to worry about.
Most of the works on the list were considered ‘canonical’ even before the rise of
Feminist Studies, African-American Studies and that shibboleth ‘politically correct.’ Only seven of the works aren’t by Dead White Men and only four are by African-Americans.
Significantly, though, the only living authors on the list (coming in at #16 and
#20) are African-Americans, Alice Walker (“Everyday Use”) and Toni Morrison
(Beloved). Add Harriet Jacobs’ Incidents in the Life of a Slave Girl at #19 and Zora
Neale Hurston’s Their Eyes Were Watching God at #18 and you do find the bottom
of the top twenty populated predominately by African-American women. The first
work by an African-American male doesn’t appear until #22 and that’s a work of
non-fiction, Martin Luther King’s “Letter from the Birmingham Jail” followed
closely by Nigerian Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall Apart at #24. Invisible Man, the
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highest scoring work of fiction by an African-American male (Ralph Ellison),
comes in at #27.
The #1 ranked book is Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein. A woman does not appear
after that until #8, Charlotte Perkins Gilman with “The Yellow Wallpaper.” That,
plus #10, The Awakening by Kate Chopin–along with the works by African-American women, does show that Feminist scholarship has had some impact–though not
nearly what one might expect. Though the list is heavily American (as might be
expected from colleges in the United States), I would have expected to see something by the likes of George Eliot (her Middlemarch only reaches the bottom half of
the second hundred) or Jane Austen (Pride and Prejudice ranks at about #40) much
higher on the list. That icon of Feminist Studies, Virginia Woolf, doesn’t enter the
list until #26 with Mrs. Dalloway.
Nine of the top twenty, including Frankenstein, could have appeared on similar lists a hundred years ago. Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales continues its pilgrimage
at #2; Milton’s Paradise Lost is #4. Hamlet and Hawthorne’s “Young Goodman
Brown” come in at #6 and #9, respectively. Oedipus Rex ranks #11 followed by
Thoreau’s Walden (#11). Mark Twain’s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn shows
up at #15 and Robert Browning’s delightful poem “My Last Duchess” (#17) was
also certainly studied in English classes a century ago.
Five of the top twenty are all works of the first half of the twentieth century
(or slightly before) or rediscovered then–and all were common items on English
syllabi half a century ago. These are Melville’s “Bartleby” (the rediscovery); Conrad’s Heart of Darkness (#5); the top-listed non-epical poem, T. S. Eliot’s “The
Lovesong of J. Alfred Prufrock” (#7); William Faulkner’s short story “A Rose for
Emily (#13); and The Great Gatsby by Scott Fitzgerald (#14).
*****
One of the things I discovered while assisting in the development of a new
English curriculum to meet Common Core standards at a Brooklyn high school a
few years ago was that we teachers are most comfortable teaching what we’ve been
taught. Change is difficult and comes slowly. To my eye, the list from syllabi reflects two major shifts, the first resulting from the influx of new PhDs in the 1950s,
primarily World War II veterans who had attacked college and graduate school with
a passion in the late 40s and early 50s. They are the ones who made Eliot and Fitzgerald and others into new standards. The second comes from the rise of Feminist
Studies and African-American Studies in the 70s, something that has led to re-examination of earlier literature and the inclusion of previously obscure works into the
canon. I remember a great deal of resistance to Chopin’s The Awakening just forty
years ago, too many male professors saying it was assigned only because it was
written by a woman. Today, nobody would make such an argument–the work stands
on its own.
Even with those shifts, natural as time and culture move on, the top twenty is
extremely conservative. So is the entire list. Thomas Pynchon, though a favorite of
professors, barely cracks the top 200. David Foster Wallace doesn’t even make the
top 1000. Neither does Doris Lessing. Sylvia Plath (somewhat of a shock) only
reaches the middle of the third hundred.
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Still, the list does reflect the vagaries of fashion. Ernest Hemingway, who always seems down when Fitzgerald is up (and vice versa) finds his highest ranked
novel at the top of the second hundred. e. e. cummings has dropped out of the top
1000–but he will come back, as will Hemingway. Norman Mailer, who is not there,
either, will also reappear at some point. Perhaps he needs to stay dead just a little bit
longer (it hasn’t even been a decade since he left us). V. S. Naipaul will someday
make the list (I predict) and Philip Roth, currently mired near the top of the 700s,
will certainly rise.
Surprising (to me), Philip K. Dick, the subject of my own doctoral dissertation,
does manage to appear, his Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? making an appearance in the mid-200s.
There’s much to be gleaned from these lists, and more as they grow. There’s
also fun to be had, arguing and complaining and thinking about our own syllabi and
why we choose what we do.

‘I Sing the Body Electric’: Bob Dylan, the Nobel Prize
and Academic Silos
10/15/16
What is a writer? What is a Digital Humanist? These sound like disparate questions, but they both are based on the academy of division that has grown up over the
past century and more, particularly in American universities. Specializations are
created and claims are staked. You’re either on the bus, as Ken Kesey’s Merry
Pranksters pointed out, or you are not.
In The New York Times 10/13/16, staff writer Anna North, in “Why Bob Dylan
Shouldn’t Have Gotten a Nobel,” baldly claimed that Dylan’s Nobel Prize in Literature “is a disappointing choice” because it was not awarded “to a writer.” He is a
“brilliant lyricist” but the committee missed “the opportunity to honor a writer.”
That’s the problem with silos, in a nutshell.
North goes on to claim that the Nobel Prize should affirm “that fiction and
poetry still matter.” But what are song lyrics, if not poetry? Why create a division
where one is, quite frankly, not needed? After all, Walt Whitman used the words
“sing” or “singing” quite often in his poetry, “Song of Myself” even being the title
of his biggest work. The first line of The Iliad contains the word ἄειδε (to sing).
Giving Dylan the Nobel in Literature simply broadens a field artificially narrowed in ways that are, actually, classist and elitist. Dylan has written poetry that is
not song as well as other things—an expansion from one activity quite in keeping
with other Nobel laureates (and with North, for that matter). Defining him out of
“literature” serves little purpose—unless one wants to make literature a special art,
somehow above others.
Dwight Macdonald and Clement Greenberg, in the middle of the last century,
tried to divide art into High Culture, “Masscult” and “Midcult” (Macdonald) and
avant-garde and kitsch (Greenberg). The only thing, to them, that counts as
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“literature” is that “setting itself off—joyously, implacably—from most of its fellow
citizens, not only from the Masscult depths but also from the agreeable ooze of the
Midcult swamp.” North, even if unconscious of it, reflects this attitude when she
writes that fiction and poetry (in her limited definition of them) “are crucial human
endeavors worthy of international recognition.” She tries to weasel out of the elitism
implicit in this by claiming that popular music has its own means of recognition, its
own prizes… but the snobbery of her separate-but-equal position shines through
when it is seen within the context of past arguments. Pop music, the assumption is,
just doesn’t have the value of real literature. It is kitsch.
What has that got to do with Digital Humanities?
I would have thought that the growth of ‘digital’ studies would have necessitated a breaking out of disciplinary silos in academia just as the bringing in of ‘high
art’ sensibilities has done to popular music, erasing—or, at least, easing—boundaries. Instead, we now have people who have claimed DH as their own, making it as
much its an exclusive thing as literature has become. As a student of media and
culture, I’ve been involved in areas claimed by DH for at least the decade since
publication of my The Rise of the Blogosphere. I saw what I was doing as simply an
expansion from my work relating to film—and that grew from my background as a
student of literature. I was not moving into a new field, nor was I helping create one.
All I thought I was trying was to make connections, to build tunnels and bridges
rather than creating barriers.
At its heart, literature is entertainment and media are means of distribution
(they have become much more, of course, but that’s the genesis). Any attempt to
divide entertainment into high and low art creates fields filled with landmines of
‘genre,’ ‘originality,’ ‘craft,’ ‘elegance’ and more. Macdonald, writing in the 1950s,
saw the films of Charlie Chaplin as art—but the comedian’s work was not seen that
way thirty years earlier. To date, nobody whose fame is based solely on screenwriting has won the Nobel Prize in Literature, though screenwriting can be as much
literature as stage drama, which is well represented among the laureates. Ingmar
Bergman, Billy Wilder, Federico Fellini, Akira Kurosawa… yes, there are plenty of
awards for movies, but aren’t the screenplays of these and others works literature as
well?
By the same token, almost all of us researching and writing within the humanities today are working in and with the digital world; there needn’t be division between those in DH and others. My attention has been turning to the material artifacts
of media (and the means of media production) and their cultural impact, looking
even at such simple questions as the difference in effect of hardcover versus pulp
publication. Even that question is colored by the digital, for its importance today is
heightened by the expansive possibilities for presentation of a “book.” I hate the
idea that what I am doing needs to be either inside or outside of an artificial new
field, one as arbitrary in its boundaries (and as self-serving) as the conception of
“literature” in the minds of those who see it, unconsciously or not, as an elite art.
Like many others (I’ve recently found), I’ve discovered I’m excluded from
DH because I haven’t joined the club. I haven’t bothered to obtain the membership
card to present at the door, a card one gets through rubbing shoulders with the others
who see themselves as part of the DH crowd. I was much happier when there was
83

no door at all, just as I was happiest as a reader before I discovered that my favorite
detective, spy and science-fiction writers weren’t producing literature but that other
favorite writers were. To me, they were all good, even when different; I feel the
same, today, ranking James Lee Burke, John Le Carré and William Gibson with
(dare I say it?) Philip Roth and Thomas Pynchon. One of my favorite writers of the
1980s, Gloria Naylor, recently died without the ensuing fanfare one has come to
expect for a writer of “real” literature. Yet real she was, too.
That North’s argument is about exclusion is confirmed in her last paragraph,
where she avers that Dylan is “in another field,” not literature. We’ve had too much
of this type of thinking for too long, in literature and in academia.

Becoming Interdisciplinary
09/14/17
“’Tis but thy name that is my enemy.”
That line, and Juliet’s following thoughts, come to mind each time I listen to
talk of interdisciplinary courses and programs. So bound are we by names and the
divisions they create that we no longer seem able to see how ridiculous and smallminded we can become. Even our talk of what it means to be “interdisciplinary”
sometimes spirals into nonsense.
I’ve seen schools define interdisciplinary courses by physical aspect. That is,
teachers from different departments pairing for one course or invited lecturers from
various fields making the offering “interdisciplinary.” Nothing else will do, the who,
not the what, taking command. I’ve also seen discussions that force conversations
on interdisciplinary activity into a Montague/Capulet dichotomy, one reflecting C.
P. Snow’s observation, more than half a century ago, that “the intellectual life of the
whole of western society is increasingly being split into two polar groups.” The only
interdisciplinary activity of significance, it follows, is that bringing together STEM
fields and the Humanities. A course combining Biology and English is worthy while
one mixing Linguistics and Psychology, I guess, is not. I’ve seen “interdisciplinary”
used as a cudgel against those content to work within traditional frameworks.
Sometimes “interdisciplinary” reaches absurdity by other means—even when
the intent is laudable. I remember a professor who tried to teach Ernest Nagel and
James Newman’s Gödel’s Proof as a literary text. That the students (like the professor) had no background in Symbolic Logic was, apparently, beside the point—
which was… well, I don’t know what it was beyond a Quixotic attempt to break
disciplinary boundaries by example, not knowledge.
It’s true: the only real way of creating truly interdisciplinary courses and programs is to ignore the artificial boundaries of academic disciplines. Importing a text
from one field into another, however, is not always the best way to do it. Real interdisciplinary work should start with the ways we view our own scholarly activities—
with the ways we view our colleagues and ourselves. Later, we can move to courses
and programs.
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For a start, we might think of ridding ourselves of the specialist/generalist dichotomies within our own fields. These distinctions become static when they should
be fluid. People are defined by what they did in graduate school, by what they published long ago and by grants they received. Their current interests are suspect until
they have proven themselves, an attitude discouraging original thought and making
exploration dangerous. Yet scholars are constantly challenged with, “Why are you
looking into that? Your expertise lies elsewhere.”
There’s a need for care, certainly, in our attempts: the professor trying to bring
Logic into his Literature classroom had (in this particular case) stepped beyond his
competence (apparently, he hadn’t even read the book he had assigned)—but there
should be nothing wrong with smaller, more deliberate movement in that direction.
Taking those steps, though, requires both reaching out and a willingness to welcome, and not rebuff, others who reach out to us.
Real interdisciplinary activity starts with faculty interaction—within and
across fields. Only later can the results become part of the classroom. By trying to
create interdisciplinary courses by first asking professors to get together on course
creation, we are approaching the process backwards. The institution should promote
collaborative work across disciplinary boundaries with the hope that this will lead
to course proposals, not the other way around.
What institutions need to be doing is breaking down the barriers between departments so that faculty can start getting to know each other on an intellectual level,
so that they can be comfortable questioning each other and asking for help. Once
they have done that, interdisciplinary courses will start appearing, whether developed by one teacher who has achieved the requisite level of knowledge in two areas
or collaboratively by people with diverse backgrounds. Or in ways we, as of now,
don’t expect.

Bust the Disciplines!
07/30/19
One of the latest fads at the City University of New York is the “interdisciplinary” course. It has become, on many campuses, a requirement for graduation and
a plum atop administrative fruit baskets. To me, it always seemed so much window
dressing, something to impress the flaneurs but offering little in the way of improved
education. I like the idea, but the execution, paradoxically, promotes only the continued worship of specialization.
Part of the problem is the way “interdisciplinary” has been defined. Each of us
on the faculty, the reasoning goes, works within a discipline so, alone, could never
teach an interdisciplinary course. This is hogwash, of course. Few professors’ pursuits are narrow; most of us explore areas far beyond any disciplinary brief. There
are engineering professors who also have expertise in popular music and would love
to be able to combine the two. Physicists who are entranced by Sufi mysticism.
Theater profs who love mathematics. And more. And more.
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They are not considered experts in both fields, however, because they lack
certification in the second. Even though their knowledge of that one can be as extensive as that of a specialist, even though they stand at unique crossroads between
interests, they cannot, on their own, create official interdisciplinary courses on many
campuses. They have to bring in a scholar certified in the other field, sharing the
course. This can have advantages, but it can also diffuse the vision and even confirm
the disciplinary boundaries it is meant to break down. In addition, it says to the
faculty that the skills of exploration gained through a career of study are less important than content-area certification, that content specialization is more important
than generalized knowledge and exploration.
Quite frankly, who is doing the teaching is a lot more important than what. In
fact, with adequate resources and time for preparation, a good teacher can teach
almost anything; expertise just makes it easier. This flies in the face of today’s skillsoriented, teacher-denigrating vision of education, but it is true, nonetheless. Sixty
years of being taught, teaching and observing teachers has shown me that.
Allowing a teacher to expand from her or his base knowledge always makes
that teacher more effective. If that teacher wants to bring in others within the exercise, more power to him or her—but that should never be a necessary prerequisite,
for it confines knowledge and exploration and implies that we teachers should focus
on what ‘we are good at,” leaving all else to other specialists.
This is not how the best lives, classes or scholarship—or art—should work.
New York Times columnist David Brooks writes on 07/29/19 (“Do You Have
to Be a Jerk to Be Great?”) about a book called Range: Why Generalists Triumph
in a Specialized World by David Epstein. I haven’t read the book, but its title reflects
something I have been trying to point out for years, that specialization, especially
early specialization, is not a great model for either education or scholarship. According to Brooks, the book “shows the same pattern in domain after domain: People
who specialize in one thing succeed early, but then they slide back to mediocrity as
their minds rigidify.” By creating interdisciplinary courses that assume the primacy
of specialty, we continue the unfortunate deification of specialization, providing a
meager, not expansive, view of future possibilities for our students.
Admittedly, I am a little biased. When I became a full-time college professor
in my mid-fifties, I had already explored multiple careers (including starting and
running a business for over a decade) and had lived in a variety of places (including
four years in Africa). My experiences outside of my academic specialization, however, counted for nothing, I found, in academia. I was treated as though I had no
more experience than a recently minted PhD pushing thirty.
Many of us bring a variety of experiences into our academic careers, but we
are encouraged to keep these separate or, at least, sub rosa. This is particularly true
of the adjuncts who, at our larger institutions, bear the largest instructional burden,
especially at the lower levels. They are expected to follow rigid syllabi that leave
little room for them to use their own experiences and passions to enhance student
experience. This is a loss for the institutions and an unnecessary one caused by shortsighted economy. One of the virtues of using part-time faculty is that they generally
bring in a breadth of experience that full-time specialists sometimes lack. We seem
to have forgotten that completely.
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Brooks ends his essay with this:
I was reading about how rich the pluralistic life is, and how stifling a homogeneous life is. And I was realizing that while we’re learning to preach gospel of openness and diversity, we’re mostly not living it. In the realm of public life, many live
as monads, within the small circles of one specialty, one code, no greatness.
Our academic obsession with specialization, and our current fix of a false “interdisciplinary” structure that only cements specialization as the basis for everything, flies in the face, as Brooks points out, of our worship of “openness and diversity.” We ignore the diversity that is around us right now as we continue to fetishize
the specialist.
Colleges and universities: trust the faculty and bust the disciplines! Stop confining us. Let us teach as we will (stop this “learning outcome” nonsense) and as
best we can. Let us study what we will and count all of it–even that far outside our
specialties–as part of our scholarly contribution.
Our students will be the better for it. So will our institutions.

The Humanities: Dusk or Dawn?
01/12/20
Oh, the fear of losing relevance!
Responding to a Chronicle Review collection of essays on the demise of traditional studies in English called Endgame, New York Times columnist Ross Douthat,
in “The Academic Apocalypse: The crisis of English departments is also a crisis of
faith” (01/11/20), expresses the worries of some:
[O]ur so-called “core” curriculum promised to teach us
“approaches to knowledge” rather than the thing itself. It
was, and remains, an insane view for humanists to take, a unilateral disarmament in the contest for student hearts and
minds; no other discipline promises to teach only a style of
thinking and not some essential substance…. [H]umanists
have often trapped themselves in a false choice between “dead
white males” and “we don’t transmit value.”
It’s true, I do want to teach ‘approaches to knowledge.’ ‘How to learn’ is every
bit as important as what is learned. If I can instill curiosity in a student, I have done
a large part of my job. But neither I nor anyone else in the Humanities has given up
or lost relevance through this approach.
But curiosity and even skills aren’t the whole of it; We always teach 'the thing
itself' as well. After all, students need something of a roadmap if their approach is
going to get them anywhere, and they need to be able to read it.
My First Year Composition students this coming semester will be exposed to
“The Seafarer” in Anglo-Saxon (I will provide a translation of it as I read it aloud),
an excerpt from Chaucer’s “The Nun’s Priest’s Tale” (in Middle English), a piece
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from Shakespeare’s The Tempest, and a passage from Milton’s Areopagitica. The
map I have drawn for them also includes much more that is modern by a much more
diverse body of writers, but the point is that I want to pass respect for history and
the development of thought and art on to my students as well as introduce them to
the complexities of the modern world, all while teaching them to write more effectively.
That my students are rarely themselves whites of European background makes
no difference to what they can appreciate and understand. They can engage any literature, especially when drawn to connect it with art they are more familiar with.
Old English poetry resonates in Rap with its internal rhymes and alliteration. Rap
also reflects Gerard Manley Hopkins (himself looking back to the Anglo-Saxon)
and his ‘sprung rhythm.’ Through broad exposure, students, I hope, can start to see
the greater intellectual weave, recognizing that nothing comes to exist in isolation
or without precedence. And that is valuable.
Many of the pieces in Endgame, though quite interesting to me as the product
of a rather traditional American graduate program in English, speak more to the
rarefied world I studied in than to what really concerns me professionally today. I
want to open the world of higher education to undergraduate students whose vision
has been limited by factors structural, cultural and economic. That is not the topic.
In Endgame, there is also an emphasis on the growing reality of a lack of jobs
utilizing graduate degrees in English. As one who went to grad school for the love
of it and not for a career (I did not conduct my first job search until fifteen years
after earning my PhD), what I see as the real problem here is that we have been
focusing our programs incorrectly for decades, coasting on expanding demand rather than recognizing that our field should never have been primarily about jobs.
Still, I do feel badly for those who have entered Humanities programs for career
reasons, for I think they have been fooled by complacent departments and universities—a view many of the Chronicle writers would, I think, agree with.
Most of us in English departments far from graduate programs have already
begun to adjust to the new reality of American education. We may still teach literature courses, but we structure them differently, a great many of us placing art within
cultural-studies contexts, completely avoiding the dilemma Douthat imagines. Most
all of my colleagues who teach literature continually develop new courses and new
approaches. They are excited by the possibilities opening around them, not morose,
not feeling that something is being lost in a changing world but accepting the challenge it presents.
We are lucky in the English department at City Tech. We do not have an English major so are not beholden to old ideas of what literature courses should be.
Some of my colleagues are developing a major, but it will be unlike anything seen
in an English department as recently as twenty years ago. And that’s as it should be.
We aren’t the only ones doing this. At community colleges and four-year
schools across the country, the same thing is being attempted or, at least, being considered.
Even graduate programs are beginning to change their focus from a traditional
literature curriculum to one with a great deal more bend to it. We are all attempting
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to add flexibility to academic silos in order to create curricula that focus much more
broadly, in terms of majors, than on old ideas of what the disciplines should be.
This doesn’t mean that we want to dismantle the old, to take from Jeffrey Williams’ title for his Endgame essay, “The New Humanities: Once-robust fields are
being broken up and stripped for parts.” Though I agree with much of what Williams
writes, I don’t mind new configurations—as long as they are not themselves new
silos, as Digital Humanities, for one, is striving to become. These are fighting ‘for
their places at the table,’ as one Digital Humanities advocate insisted a decade ago,
their advocates becoming in-fighting bureaucrats instead of scholars and teachers.
Williams ends: “The new humanities, I believe, represent another stage of adaptation. The issue, though, is who and what these crossovers serve, who has control, and what their aims are. Those are still in contest.” In my view, this means that
the struggle is simply among the functionaires, and is only one for power and influence, creating nothing more than a new prison different from the old one.
Many of the people who are honestly struggling to create new Humanities and
English programs are working instead to create something freeing, something that
can serve their students rather than restricting their colleagues.
As G. Gabrielle Starr and Kevin Dettmarsay say, also at the end of their essay,
“Who Decides What’s Good and What’s Bad in the Humanities?: Judgment can’t
be handed down from on high”:
So while we may be teaching a set of rules that reflect
disciplinary values (science is progressive, accumulates
knowledge, and disputes it; humanistic inquiry is divergent,
proliferates knowledge, and argues the heck out of it), that’s
not the ultimate value of liberal education (the Aristotelian
end or good, as opposed to, for the picky among us, the Kantian end or good that Clune embraces). No. The liberal arts —
and our beloved humanities — are good because we help students learn that values are discovered through disciplined
thinking. And pleasure draws us endlessly on. That’s worth
something.
And that, from what I see, is the guiding light for many who are now trying to
make the Humanities even more valuable to their students’ lives than they already
are. And we don’t see anything depressing about it.
For those of us in the Humanities whose lives don’t revolve around graduate
education, these are exciting times, not end times. Though I may have some sympathy for the current graduate-school morass, I can't tamp down my enthusiasm because of what they face.
Few of us who teach only undergraduates are feeling trapped or irrelevant. We
are, instead, hopeful. We see a new freedom and are striving to take advantage of it.
Don't get me wrong, we professors at all levels face tremendous challenges,
including threats to tenure and the increase in casualization of employment. But
those are other questions....
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Diversity in the Classroom
A diverse classroom offers greater opportunities for learning than a homogenous one does. Leaving “social engineering” aside, that’s the best argument I know
of for championing diversity in education.
My views on the value of diversity come from popular culture, probably to a
movie I saw when I was 15, To Sir, with Love, the story of a Caribbean man with
no teaching experience who takes on a class filled with London failures. Difference
makes success possible, as does willingness to experiment (the teacher abandons
the stipulated curriculum in favor of a make-shift based on student need and interest). I didn’t have a black teacher, ever, and I think my education was poorer for
that. Nor did I have many African American or Latinx or Asian classmates, something else that limited my learning. Nor did I have classroom experience with disabilities, another loss for me.
As an educator, I want my student to learn across the spectrum, to experience
difference and resolution of disagreement and misunderstanding. This is hard to do
successfully when the students all come from the same stratum of society, the same
religion, the same ethnicity and, as so often happens, are grouped by ability.
Diversity doesn’t restrict. It opens.

Academic Self-Evaluation
12/01/07
In my post about Professor Stamper (see “’Discussion’ in a Faculty Office”),
I created a fiction to make a number of points about teaching and attitudes within
academia. To me, one point stands out: the pressure to conform remains strong on
our college campuses and within our faculties. As in most other areas, we professors
like to encourage others to be “like us” rather than strike out on their own by trying
something new.
Though we love to talk about diversity, almost to the point of worshiping it,
we are its hypocritical acolytes. In some respects, we are as bad as the anti-gay
evangelical preacher who gets caught soliciting sex in a men’s room.
Look at the ways we encourage conformity and not diversity. We demand that
our students conform to style sheets in their papers, keeping presentation the same
across the class; we expect conformity to the dominant dialect of English; we generally judge our colleagues’ work by the “quality” of the imprint, meaning conformity to professional norms. And these are just the tip of that iceberg. Sure, there are
arguments in favor in each case, but the fact remains: we insist that people toe the
line as rigorously in academia as anywhere.
Yet we talk “diversity” all the time.
Sometimes it seems that on-campus diversity has been confined to a ghetto of
superficial qualities associated with race, gender, and orientation. We dismiss
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attempts at inserting real intellectual diversity into our equations by establishing
“norms” for inquiry that have as many unquestioned underlying assumptions as
does, say, Intelligent Design. While we say we disdain situations where belief precludes and defines inquiry, we quickly turn away from examination of our own
cherished convictions.
Let me take just two examples, choosing them because, as I believe, they underlie so much of our cultural dynamic, and these are the questions of race and class.
Most of us in academia feel that we, personally, have risen above considerations of race. There may be racists in America, but we aren’t among them. Yet, when
you look at our lives dispassionately, it is impossible not to conclude that race colors
them. We marry and socialize within our races, for the most part, and generally live
segregated from other races. Or relations with colleagues from other races tend to
be superficial, petering out beyond campus boundaries. Yet, when called on this, we
tend to deflect it by saying it’s a question of class, not race. But that, though we
refuse to admit it, begs the question.
Let me be clear: I’m not saying that we academics are racist, not in the sense
of believing in the inferiority of another race or of wanting enforced segregation.
I’m merely saying that race colors our actions in ways much greater than we are
willing to admit, let alone examine. If we were the honest seekers of truth we pretend
to be, we’d be looking at racial issues in ways far different from the simple polarizing posturing we use today.
Class colors our actions and attitudes in much the same way, though it should
not be confused with race (which happens more and more frequently). Most academics are perfectly at ease talking about “hillbilly,” “redneck,” and “white trash”
Americans in a disparaging manner they would never use, were race part of the
equation. But, when it is simply class, it seems OK to reject the “other.”
Yet it is as small-minded, as biased, to make jokes about Appalachians as it is
to do so about Mexicans, say. Why are we willing to do one and not the other? What
makes it OK to make fun of a mountain accent but not one from the inner city of
Philadelphia? Isn’t the attitude ultimately the same, even if the butt of the joke is
different?
It’s time we academics began to wake up from our self-satisfied dogmatic
slumber and start examining these (and so many other) questions.

Studying "Whiteness" Threatens Whites?
02/18/15
Lee Bebout, an Assistant Professor at Arizona State University, is teaching a
Topics in Critical Theory course this semester. From what I can tell, it’s one of those
courses passed around from professor to professor based on a proposed theme for
the semester, one generally approved by a departmental committee. Bebout’s theme
is “U.S. Race Theory & the Problem of Whiteness.” It’s an intriguing topic, and
Bebout is an appropriate teacher for leading a course in it. His Purdue dissertation
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became the book Mythohistorical Interventions: The Chicano Movement and Its
Legacies. The reading list consists of George Lipsitz’s The Possessive Investment
in Whiteness: How White People Profit from Identity Politics (Temple University
Press), Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic’s Critical Race Theory: An Introduction
(NYU Press), Jane Hill’s The Everyday Language of White Racism (Wiley), Toni
Morrison’s Playing in the Dark: Whiteness and the Literary Imagination (Penguin/Random) and Patricia Williams’ The Alchemy of Race and Rights: Diary of a
Law Professor (Harvard University Press). As an English professor with interest in
the study of “whiteness” (one of my books concerns American Scots-Irish based
culture), I’m quite impressed with the outline of this course: I would love to take it.
Studying white cultures through the eyes of other cultures is probably the best
model for moving toward understanding white cultures–or any cultures, for that
matter. That’s probably an understatement, but it will do. For, the fact of the matter
is that Bebout’s course needs no defending. On its face, it presents a legitimate
scholarly exploration that would be useful to both undergraduate and even graduate
students. The reading list is undeniably strong and the instructor has an appropriate
background. Though we tend to couch questions of race in liberal/conservative
terms, there is nothing particularly “liberal” about asking students to learn more
about themselves (if they are white) or about the dominant American culture in relation to race (if they are not). To me, this course, in all of its aspects, is representative of the best of American education.
Yet Bebout now finds himself at the center of one of Fox News’s faux controversies, according to Travis Gettys writing for Raw Story on 02/18/15:
Photos of Bebout and his mixed-race family have been
shared on neo-Nazi and white supremacist message boards,
such as Stormfront and The Daily Stormer, along with contact
information for his wife – also an ASU professor.
Right-wing extremists in the Phoenix area have posted
lengthy rants about Bebout online, promising to force ASU to
remove the course from its catalog or otherwise make “a bold
statement to the militant Left that their anti-White agenda will
not go unchallenged.”
Robert Poe, a PhD candidate who teaches courses at
ASU’s School of Social Transformation, offered an impromptu
discussion about the course last week on campus, where he
was confronted by a white supremacist citing the controversial “Bell Curve” book on race and intelligence.
The man recorded video of the debate, which has been
widely shared on white supremacist and neo-Nazi websites.
This is rabble-rousing of the worst kind (Poe has received death threats, and
Bebout has been threatened, too). Not only will this sort of thing, if it continues, cast
a pall over course offerings everywhere, but it increases the racial divides in America, divides that can only be overcome by careful considerations of race in the country–of just the sort Bebout is offering.
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What a sad and upsetting irony this “controversy” is!

Theme for English 401
02/20/15
The uproar about Lee Bebout’s course, English 401, “U.S. Race Theory & the
Problem of Whiteness” at Arizona State University, provides the rationale for that
course and, I hope, many more like it. Bebout’s course comes, after all, as white
people in the United States are, perhaps, finally looking seriously at something they
have long turned away from: lynchings. An article, “History of Lynchings in the
South Documents Nearly 4,000 Names,” by Campbell Robertson dated 02/10/15,
an op-ed, “When Americans Lynched Mexicans,” by William D. Carrigan and Clive
Webband on 02/20/15, and an editorial, “Lynching as Racial Terrorism,” on
02/111/15 all in The New York Times during the past ten days, make it clear that this
is something—finally—we whites can talk about—even if there are a few who still
resist the conversation (as the reaction to Bebout’s course shows).
Still, it’s a painful topic. I know; I grew up with it, though it was only talked
out in hushed tones.
For, as I wrote on my blog a year ago, my great-grandfather was involved with
a lynching.
Not as a participant or victim, fortunately—but involved he was. Seymour
Newlin was lynched in Logan County, Ohio in April 1894. My great-grandfather,
the sheriff, was unable to stop it:
Sheriff Sullivan was sent for and after arriving on the
scene, soon made up his mind that with his small squad of
deputies, he could not cope with the mob which threatened to
hang their prisoner. On authority of Gov. McKinley, he called
on Co. F (Bellefontaine), Second Regiment, and attempted to
take the prisoner from the lockup, when he was informed that
if an attempt was made to fix bayonets or fire a gun, a fuse
would be lighted and the prisoner and building blown into atoms by dynamite already placed in position.
My great-grandfather carried the guilt the rest of his life. My grandmother felt
it, too. The clippings I have of it (the above is from one) were found with others
saved by my great-grandmother, about her own mother’s death (she burned in the
kitchen, her clothing going up in flames—and it took at least a day for her to die)
and about the death of her daughter’s best friend when they were four or five (she
and my grandmother were playing jump rope on the covering of an old well; when
it was the friend’s turn, the wooden platform collapsed, and the little girl drowned
in the water far below). My grandmother never like to talk of any of this, not surprisingly. I didn’t learn the complete stories until my brother sent me the clippings
just last year.
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Thanks to Bebout, the reaction to his course, the new public discussion and my
own family history, I am thinking of designing a new course for me and my own
students. It would be different from Bebout’s for my students are different from his.
Though I don’t know the demographics of ASU, they certainly aren’t those of New
York City College of Technology, our urban, “working class” campus in Brooklyn.
African-Americans and immigrants make up the vast majority of our students. Discussing “whiteness” does not make them look inward… nor do they need to be made
aware of the damage that racial difference can be used to inflict.
Yesterday, I visited a journalism class taught by Ron Howell at Brooklyn College. The students were reading excerpts from one of my books and I fielded their
questions for a couple of hours. Afterwards, Ron walked me to the subway. We
commented that both of us had come to teaching late in our lives and we agreed that
both of us keep learning, our students teaching us and our courses changing each
semester. That’s what makes us keep going. If I do create a new course, it will keep
this dynamic as its base, a necessity when teaching about racial issues in a diverse
environment. Because of a painful cultural past that includes not only lynchings but
the KKK, Japanese internment during WWII and much else, I cannot present the
course from a secure or stabilized cultural base. I even have to be careful, as Bebout
and President Obama have found, in considering white unwillingness to even consider the possibility that “we” have ever been wrong. I don’t want to be accused of
having any sort of “leftist” agenda (though I certainly am among the left) with this—
nor do I want to patronize my students. I don’t want to be the white professor telling
a diverse student population how things are.
But I do want to teach the course. In part because I am white, and bring all that
whiteness means with me into the classroom. Taught by a professor from another
racial/cultural background, the course would be a different one. That’s the beauty
of the American system of higher education: Much of the learning depends on relationships between individual teachers and individual students. As Langston Hughes
wrote more than fifty years ago in that second-most famous poem of his (after “A
Dream Deferred”), “Theme for English B”:
As I learn from you,
I guess you learn from me—
although you’re older—and white—
and somewhat more free.
As clichéd as that might well be, it holds a lot of truth.
I hope that Bebout and all of the rest of us considering the content of our
courses continue to remember that, even in the face of virulent and threatening reaction. That is, after all, the content of our character.
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Racism 101: Why We Need Courses on "Whiteness"
03/09/15
While The New York Times (“Fraternity Is Closed Over Video With Slurs” by
Manny Fernandez and Richard Pérez-Peña, 04/09/15) reports on action by the University of Oklahoma, kicking out Sigma Alpha Epsilon for a racist chant, Daily Kos
blogger Shaun King (“A deeper examination of the sheer joy of Oklahoma students
chanting about hanging n*gg*rs from trees,” 03/09/15) argues that the chant has
roots elsewhere, that there’s a pervasive though hidden racism throughout the fraternity and, by implication, elsewhere. No, not by implication. The blogger reproduces pictures of lynchings to back up his point. After all, the version of the chant
used in Oklahoma does mention hanging “n****rs” from a tree.
I recently wrote about the furor over Lee Bebout’s course, English 401, “U.S.
Race Theory & the Problem of Whiteness” at Arizona State University. Someone
left a comment, asking (rhetorically) if I didn’t find the course “defamatory and
stereotypical.” No. After the University of Oklahoma incident, I’m beginning to
think it necessary.
In a follow-up comment, that “someone” called me “a self-hating ethnophobe.” I trashed the comment–it has no place in discussion. It came from someone
at The American Freedom Party, whose “platform” demands:
Freedom of association. Return to Americans their traditional right of freedom of association, including freedom in
racial matters, along with the abolishment of all forms of government- and corporate-mandated racial discrimination and
racial preferences, such as affirmative action, quotas, and all
forms of “sensitivity training.” Freedom of association means
that all races, ethnic groups and religions may openly celebrate their heritage and beliefs without interference or harassment from government and from media outlets and privately financed organizations.
The “party” pages assume that real Americans are whites with a commonality
of attitudes defined by the “party.” Even “liberalism” is considered a foreign imposition. I guess I’m “self hating” because my view of “whiteness” differs from the
party line. I guess I am not free to celebrate my “whiteness” in a way not in keeping
with the “party” idea of what white “heritage and beliefs” should be. Not without
being a traitor to my race, that is.
People such as the supporters of The American Freedom Party, who clearly
want to restrict my freedom to associate with whomever I will, are trying to steal
my heritage–and I do not like it at all, and this is one of the reasons I support without
hesitation Bebout and his course.
The heritage of the United States contains racism in large doses, so large that
they continue to have an impact today–as the American Freedom Party site testifies.
When we try to deny this, we perpetuate it, as the Oklahoma incident testifies. In
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response to the reality of racism, we need to push for even more attention to it in
our college classrooms.
For me, this is a matter of pride, not self-hatred. Three of my great-great grandfathers fought for the Confederacy; one of them owned slaves. The pride is that we,
as a family, have changed, that we can recognize our family past yet can see what
was wrong with it. The “featured image” of this post is of Seymour Newlin, a man
my great-grandfather in Ohio could not save from a lynching. The guilt from that
was carried by my grandmother; to deny it would be to deny a part of my heritage.
Desmond Tutu, writing about the Truth and Reconciliation Commission in
South Africa, says:
Psychologists have now found that to forgive is good for
our personal, physical, psychic health, as well as our health
as a community, as a society. We discovered that people experienced healing through telling their stories. The process
opened wounds that were festering. We cleansed them, poured
ointment on them, and knew they would heal.
We Americans have never been willing to explore our stories–too many of us
have not been, that is. We can never heal from racism until we do. Using our classrooms as avenues for this not only furthers educational goals but can make our
whole country start to heal.
That would make me proud.

Listening As the Key to Diversity
11/19/19
Students are treated differently dependent on race and class and disability and
sex. That’s a truism, something educators have known for at least half a century.
But it’s also a truism we’ve still failed to address effectively.
Why?
In part because of the way students treat us but mostly because we don’t make
it a priority to listen to them.
Students approach their professors through the corridors of their experiences.
No matter how open and inviting we might say we are, they see us as the momentary
culmination of a lifetime of interactions. They stereotype us as much as we do them.
When they love us, it’s partially because of teachers they have had in the past, both
good and bad. When they hate us, the same. Yet we tend to treat each new cohort of
them as unformed clay, imaging we are building relationships from raw material.
Instead, we should be discovering how best to work with each by letting them lead
us to understand them as individuals.
The diversity training that is supposed to help us appreciate the “other” helps
academics overcome discriminatory attitudes no more than it does for people in
business. And that is not at all, though it does seem to satisfy our overseers in both
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arenas. Not only does the newly mandated panoply of diversity training possibilities
concentrate on us and our attitudes, forgetting that it is only through knowing our
students and their backgrounds and attitudes that we really can overcome the barriers created by disability, by race, by sex, by class, but it almost completely ignores
the individuals it sets out to assist. It rarely helps us see ourselves through their eyes
and react positively to their vision.
Speaking with Pamela Newkirk for her book Diversity Inc: The Failed Promise of a Billion-Dollar Business, filmmaker Misan Sagay pointed out that “People
want diversity as long as they don’t have to do it. A lot of the times they want our
physical presence, but not our voice.” Though diversity in academia is somewhat
different from diversity in business, Sagay’s point applies equally in both places. In
fact, in academia, it goes double. First, it relates to hiring and professional interactions—just as in the business world. Second, it relates to how we teachers interact
with our students. The problem is, in all instances, diversity training focuses on “us,”
the current employees and the teachers. It’s “our” attitudes that come into question,
not the needs and beings of the diverse population “we” are expected to interact with
successfully.
Sometimes we see things in terms of our experiences only, forgetting that there
may be multiple paths for getting there and differing time frames, different ones
facilitating differing strengths and needs in different people. We too often look to
ourselves and our institutions for our maps, forgetting the students themselves and
their individual needs and possibilities.
Stephen Kuusisto, in his memoir Planet of the Blind, recounts an incident in
graduate school:
“I’m afraid that I need more time to complete an essay.”
My voice sounds adenoidal. “It’s a question of research, really, I’ve read all the primary material. But you see, the trouble with my time of vision impairment is that I can’t read much
at any one time.”…
“The need for additional time is not acceptable in graduate school.”…
“Well, it’s not really a question of acceptability, you
know, like we’re in the admissions office or the Pentagon. I
can’t see.”
“Then you really shouldn’t be here.” (104)
“You really shouldn’t be here.” It’s not up to us, this attitude conveys, to
change but to the “other,” no matter what it is that makes them different. Kuusisto
went on to become Distinguished Professor at Syracuse University, a prolific author
and a noted poet. That professor of his, who couldn’t see beyond his narrow and
discriminatory frame, has faded into the forgotten.
The problem with most diversity training is that it focuses on “us” almost
solely, the “other” being simply something “we” need to deal with. “Their” possibilities, if they cannot meet our often arbitrary standards and “outcomes,” are mostly
ignored.
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Kuusisto was boxed by an unnecessary requirement and by the inability of his
professor to see beyond his own experience. “I’ve got no sympathy for you; I did it
the hard way and you can, too.” This ableist, sexist, classist, and racist attitude prevails—and (and this is a kicker) it is often found even within just the people who
should lack it, people who had to struggle against ableist, sexist, classist, and racist
forces themselves. For they, too, often forget to discover what it means to look
through the eyes of the “other,” even an “other” superficially like them, and not
simply through their own.
Diversity can’t be “trained” into anyone, not through an online course, not
through a day-long seminar, and not through resolutions and required reading. A
positive attitude toward diversity requires willing participation in a personal process
of growth. I was talking to a fellow professor (Kuusisto, as a matter of fact) about
the use of smartphones in the classroom. I was toying (for the first time in years)
with asking students to put them away. Steve gently reminded me that I might inadvertently be putting an undue burden on students with certain kinds of disabilities—
including dyslexia. He said it and let it drop. I thought about it and realized I was
letting my frustrations lead me to backslide.
That was real diversity training. One-on-one with no pressure.
To really promote a truly diverse and equal campus community, one of the
first steps each of us must take is to learn how to be wrong. This is something we
professors are extremely bad at so it is a good place to start. A second step is to learn
to listen with defenses down, another thing we professors, schooled so well in debate, are generally unable to do. We can participate in diversity training until we can
recite our received wisdom in our sleep, but that doesn’t help when we come faceto-face with students and their disparate needs.
Administrators tasked with promoting diversity can do more than creating programs and events. They can start mingling with both students and faculty, getting
out of their offices and listening. A chair who finds that a teacher is driving students
to drop his/her classes, rather than confronting that teacher, can start exploring why,
first by talking with students on their turf (certainly not in an office) and then with
the teacher in an equally non-threatening environment. Questions will likely come
up (on a campus like mine, at least, with an extremely diverse student population)
that relate to diversity. These can be resolved, but only by listening fully, never
dismissing anyone’s thoughts or feelings.
Teachers can do much the same, working with a student after trying to see the
situation through the lens she/he provides rather than operating on assumptions and
preconceptions about what it takes to succeed as a student. Not only is that diversity
training, but it can be reinforcing.
And that can be the start of real and effective diversity training process. As
Newkirk maintains, for diversity to become a positive element of any community,
everyone has “to really have a sense of what it is that we’re actually experiencing”
no matter how different the “we” is from the majority. That can only come through
open listening on a one-on-one basis.
It will not come through what has become, Newkirk points out, a diversity
industry.
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The Keller Method and Real Learning
Though I have never had the resources to institute as much of Fred Keller’s
Personalized System of Instruction as I would like, it is the flexibility of the means
of learning he championed that continues to influence me tremendously.
Keller believed strongly in positive reinforcement in education, but positive
reinforcement intelligently and carefully done. He wasn’t talking about praise,
which many think is the heart of positive reinforcement, but a considered program
of prescribed reward within limited contexts for movement toward clear goals. At
the same time, he understood negative reinforcement not simply as punishment but
did not believe it effective in classroom situations or as preparation for life beyond
school.
Keller’s most influential publication is a long article called “Good-Bye,
Teacher…” published in the first issue of The Journal of Applied Behavioral Analysis in 1968. It led to what many would call the “Keller Method” though he preferred “Personalized System of Instruction” (PSI) which led to what became known
as “Mastery” methods of teaching.

No More Teachers?
04/17/11
At the start of "Good-bye, Teacher... " Fred Keller quotes one version of that
old doggerel:
Good-bye scholars, good-bye school;
Good-bye teacher, darned old fool!
I learned it as:
Good-bye pencils, good-bye books;
Good-bye teachers' dirty looks.
It doesn't matter; the point's the same. We were glad to get rid of teachers, for
the summer, at least.
We hated them. Or, at least, we thought we did. They repressed us, kept us
quiet and indoors. Made us read and study. "Those who can, do; those who can't,
teach," we said.
The disdain for teachers and for their profession starts early and, for many
Americans, remains strong. Young and naive, we didn't believe we ever learned at
school, that we pretty much taught ourselves everything we know. Many of us still
think that.
By "we," I mean "we." I hated school until I got to college, and found my early
teachers repressive, petty, and unfair. Only a few were any good: a Mr. Board (I'm
sorry I don't remember his first name) who taught American Studies at Holland High
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School in Michigan in the sixties, who showed me teachers could think and could
challenge, and who let it slide when I skipped school the day Woody Guthrie died.
One or two others. Most of my learning came from the books I devoured and the
people I talked to and argued with—everywhere but in school.
The few good teachers I had were different from the rest, of course, from the
ones I so abhorred. They knew two things in common, how to motivate students and
the content of their fields. Beyond that, they were each unique, each with his or her
own style and methodology. So, I thought, they didn't count. They were individual
exceptions.
When I became a teacher, I thought hard about them, and have tried to develop
my own motivational abilities and a classroom style and method reflecting my own
personality and (most important) the needs of the students.
At some point, I dropped my resentments against all those bad teachers I suffered through and started concentrating on the few who were good.
Which is where I started to diverge from the mainstream of thought about
teaching in the United States.
The generalized and previously unfocused disdain for teachers in the United
States has coalesced into a movement whose prime, if unspoken goal is removal of
the teacher from education completely. It has long been seen in the home-schooling
movement, where parents feel they can take on teaching duties more successfully
than the professionals. (And it can be true—but it's also not something that can be
true for most families. It takes wealth and stability, and educated parents, for homeschooling to work.) It is manifest, today, in attitudes towards teachers' unions, which
are seen as coddling lazy teachers with easy schedules and huge amounts of free
time each year.
It is seen, today, in the mania for standardization, especially in our charter
schools, where teaching is reduced to the following of a script. One former charterschool teacher, writing anonymously for the blog Between the By-Road and the
Main Road: Exploring the intersections between art and learning on 04/13/11 said:
I asked my supervisor why everything was scripted, and
she informed me that this was a way to ensure teaching consistency across each grade level. In the past, she explained,
some students had been getting quality instruction, while others were getting less quality instruction; scripts were a way to
eradicate that inequality and make sure that everyone received the same thing. Mediocrity, evidently, was acceptable,
as long as it was uniform.
The idea of uniform teaching baffles and infuriates me for a number of reasons.
It reduced teaching to regurgitating lines off a page, and learning to nothing more
than acquiring information and regurgitating it right back. Use of scripts insinuated
that we teachers are incapable of designing instruction on our own and that manuals
created by faceless executives were appropriate for all of our students.
Wait a minute: the idea doesn't baffle me: I recognize that it's a way of reducing
teaching to clerical duties that can be performed by anyone, making the teacher
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expendable. It allows anger at teachers held over from our early days, anger that still
boils within us and whose steam still pressures us, to find release.
It's a sign that we Americans have not grown up or have regressed back to
childishness, that we have become so immature that we cannot recognize the good
in the bad, that we don't see that, for all its weaknesses, the public-education system
that developed over the past century-and-a-half, a system based on the individual
teacher, has been extremely successful and has, for all we might have hated it, allowed us to achieve more than any country in history.
It's a sign, too, that we believe our own myths, that we made it on our own in
the face of obstacles like all those teachers who were out to destroy us, not letting
us 'be all we could be,' not coddling us as we believe, paradoxically, they should
have been doing. It's a sign that we think we could have done it all ourselves, if left
to our own devices.
Our desire to destroy teachers is a manifestation of an insipid and short-sighted
libertarianism that also grasps onto the writing of Ayn Rand with its vision of the
super-individual, the one who can do anything as long as all of those standing in the
way are pushed aside.
Our desire to destroy teachers stems from a childish vision of our own individualism and empowerment, from belief that we are better and more deserving than
anyone else.
Not only is our desire childish (as Rand is, appealing to immature belief in
one's own unique, if unappreciated talent), but it is self-destructive, leading to the
tearing down of what has built us up.
If we want the possibilities for the future to return to the level of the past, we
have to start growing up finally, as American culture, and to start seeing that life is
greater than any individual, as is success, and that we, if we are going to improve
the future, need to set aside our own resentments about the past and find what was
good there. We are going to have to learn to understand the value of others, particularly of teachers and guides. We are going to have to come to see again that no
individual stands alone, but stands with the assistance of others.
Throwing out the baby with the bathwater has never proven a satisfactory
course... unless it's the baby we wanted to get rid of in the first place.
And only the least mature among us could really want that.

When Will They Ever Learn?
09/04/11
In the 1950s and early 1960s, my father was involved in exploring possibilities
of programmed instruction and teaching machines. In 1961, I remember rewards of
a quarter as I participated as a subject in someone else's experiments in learning with
a big machine at Harvard, where my father was participating in some sort of summer
institute. Because he was a consultant for Field Enterprises (publisher, among other
things, of World Book Encyclopedia, which included his entry on teaching
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machines), all sorts of odd, experimental teaching aids could be found around the
house, including something called 'Cyclo-Teacher,' which I loved, for it allowed me
to quickly amass and remember bodies of facts about a variety of subjects.
By the end of the 1960s, however, my father (like almost everyone he had
worked with on programmed instruction and teaching machines) had abandoned his
projects in favor of renewed concentration on direct student/teacher interaction. It
was there, he and the others had found, where real learning takes place.
This is a story I've told many times, but I'm telling it again in response to a
09/02/11 story by Matt Richtel in The New York Times, “In Classroom of Future,
Stagnant Scores,” about the impact (or lack of it) of technology on education. It
seems that there is a bit of surprise, today, that test scores do not necessarily go up
under the influence of technology:
To be sure, test scores can go up or down for many reasons. But to many education experts, something is not adding up—here and across the country. In a nutshell: schools are spending billions on technology, even as they cut budgets and lay
off teachers, with little proof that this approach is improving basic learning.
What my father learned, what Fred Keller (of Columbia University and one of
my father’s inspirations) learned, is that technology can only serve as an adjunct to
education. And it continues to amaze me that others don't seem to get it, even half a
century later. If students don't desire to learn, no pile of gadgets will make them
learn. The desire to learn comes from what one has gained through the family, of
course, but it can also arise through teachers, who have to do much more than simply
act as facilitators of pre-existing aspirations if they are going to succeed. The good
teacher provides motivation—even for those students coming to school already enthusiastic. Without it, no program, technologically based or now, will succeed.
Charles Blow makes this point in “In Honor of Teachers” (09/02/11) though
without talking about technology, also in The New York Times:
She put her arm around me and pulled me close while
she graded my paper with the other hand. I got a couple
wrong, but most of them right.
I couldn’t remember a teacher ever smiling with approval, or putting their hand around me, or praising my performance in any way.
It was the first time that I felt a teacher cared about me,
saw me or believed in me. It lit a fire in me. I never got a bad
grade again.
For Blow, for all of us, it is the motivation that makes learning possible. And
teachers, not machines, are the motivators in our schools.
Without them, we never learn.
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The Physical College
06/26/12
In a New York Times opinion piece, “Fixing College,” dated 06/25/12, Jeff
Selingo of The Chronicle of Higher Education lays out 'urgent needs' for American
colleges and universities—but completely ignores the physical changes that would
be necessary for successfully meeting those needs.
Selingo's 'needs’, distilled, are:
1. Improve usage of technology in the classroom;
2. Offer more online instruction;
3. Make 'academics' the top priority;
4. Cut back on the quest for 'research' status;
5. Make sure all courses a student takes count for the degree.
The last three I agree with completely. The first two? Well, they are laden with
assumptions that I am not sure I can accept. They are built upon current visions of
the structures of education, structures that center on the traditional classroom and
sage-on-the-stage extension into the digital world (what is a Massively Open Online
Course, or MOOC, without the concept of the lecture?). Second, they assume that
technology in the classroom and online instruction are two different things, assuming the classroom walls as barriers.
In "Good-Bye, Teacher…" Fred Keller describes a much more flexible system,
one not bound by traditional concepts of the classroom:
[On Tuesday] John receives... instructions and some
words of advice from his professor.... He is... advised that, in
addition to the regular classroom hours on Tuesday and
Thursday, readiness tests may be taken on Saturday forenoons
and Wednesday afternoons of each week - periods in which he
can catch up with, or move ahead of, the rest of the class.
He then receives his first assignment [with] "study questions", about 30 in number. He is told to seek out the answers
to these questions in his reading, so as to prepare himself for
the questions he will be asked in his readiness tests. He is free
to study wherever he pleases, but he is strongly encouraged to
use the study hail for at least part of the time. Conditions for
work are optimal there, with other students doing the same
thing and with an assistant or proctor on hand to clarify a
confusing passage or a difficult concept....
On Thursday, John... decided to finish his study in the
classroom, where he cannot but feel that the instructor really
expects him. An assistant is in charge, about half the class is
there, and some late registrants are reading the course description....
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On the following Tuesday, he appears in study hall
again, ready for testing... He reports to the assistant, who
sends him... to the testing room.... .The test is composed of 10
fill-in questions and one short-answer essay question....
[John's student proctor] runs through John's answers
quickly, checking two of them as incorrect and placing a question mark after his answer to the essay question. Then she asks
him why he answered these three as he did. His replies show
two misinterpretations of the question and one failure in written expression. A restatement of the fill-in questions and some
probing with respect to the essay leads Anne to write an O.K.
alongside each challenged answer....
As he leaves the room, John notices the announcement
of a 20-mm lecture by his instructor, for all students who have
passed Unit 3 by the following Friday, and he resolves that he
will be there.
Rather than a structure bound by walls and hours, Keller's flexible suite of
need-determined rooms can make for a learning environment that can make use of
our new technologies indeed—and without removing what is so important in factto-face instruction (face-to-face not just with instructors, but with fellow students).
If we are going to improve education, we can't just imagine technology as the
way, the answer. We also need to re-examine our very ideas of "classroom," of
"meeting," and of process (and more). What I would like to see is a jettisoning of
the formula of place-bound and time-based empires presided over by solo teachers.
A suite including a small lecture hall (for lectures, films, performances, etc.), a seminar room, a technology center, a laboratory, a lounge (set up for comfortable reading and talking), and study space that can be used by individuals, pairs, or small
groups. Oh, and offices for the faculty and for student proctors, offices physically
open to all. Within each suite, flexible schedules could be created by the group (say,
five members, each from different but related departments) allowing for oversight
and involvement.
A suite of this nature could become a locus for learning, a real learning community, with faculty put together because students taking the course from one would
likely be taking one from another. It would extend outward through digital devices
connecting students with each other, with proctors, with instructors, and with events
taking place in the suite.
We can't improve the use of technology in the classroom until we improve our
idea of the classroom. We can't create really effective online instruction until we
can connect it to the classroom. Until we re-envision the classroom itself, the meeting of Selingo's first two points will ultimately prove to be nothing more than additional smoke and mirrors. Without changes to the structures of the physical college,
the virtual college will never have the anchor it needs for real stability and success.
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Flexibility and Pedagogy
10/19/15
In his influential “‘Good-bye, Teacher… ‘” Fred Keller lists five aspects of his
Personalized System of Instruction that differentiate it from more conventional
methodologies:
(1) The go-at-your-own-pace feature, which permits a student to move through the course at a
speed commensurate with his ability and other
demands upon his time.
(2) The unit-perfection requirement for advance,
which lets the student go ahead to new material only after demonstrating mastery of that
which preceded
(3) The use of lectures and demonstrations as vehicles of motivation, rather than sources of
critical information.
(4) The related stress upon the written word in
teacher-student communication; and, finally:
(5) The use of proctors, which permits repeated
testing, immediate scoring, almost unavoidable tutoring, and a marked enhancement of the
personal-social aspect of the educational process.
PSI puts the student at the center of the educational experience. The things the
teacher does are more in the planning, in the construction of space and units of progress… as well as in preparing activities such as motivational lectures and demonstrations for, when students and teachers communicate, it is through the written
word, giving a trail of trial and progress. When students have advanced through
units, they can act as proctors themselves, reinforcing the learning they’ve just completed.
What’s most important about PSI (or, at least, my version of it) is that it has
built-in flexibility. By starting with the student rather than with a rigid methodology,
PSI allows for variety and change. The teacher, after the start of the semester, spends
a great deal of her or his time observing students and modifying plans based on what
students are doing–instead of creating lesson plans in hopes of modifying students
based on what the teacher does. It also allows for a variety of activities, solo work,
one-on-one work with other students and proctors, individualized communication
with the professor, movies and lectures, and anything else that allows the student to
progress with interest and relative ease. A suite replaces the classroom, a suite that
does include a performance space, individual work areas, group work areas, and
teacher offices. Variety in physical space can be as important as variety in activity.
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*****
An early group of the Society of Friends (Quakers), at Balby in England in
1656 advised, when describing what worked for them in their faith:
Dearly beloved Friends, these things we do not lay upon
you as a rule or form to walk by, but that all, with the measure
of light which is pure and holy, may be guided: and so in the
light walking and abiding, these may be fulfilled in the Spirit,
not from the letter, for the letter killeth, but the Spirit giveth
life.
That last is from St. Paul, in 2 Corinthians. To me, that’s the most important
guide for teaching: keep centered on the spirit of the students and not on the letter
of the law–any law. Student learning depends on student willingness, and that is
developed through a variety of means, all centering on the students but differing by
the unique skills of each teacher as well.
Miriam Burstein, on her blog The Little Professor, has a post put up on
10/18/15, “How to write an essay about teaching that will not be published in the
NYT, Chronicle, IHE, or anywhere else.” She writes:
All instructors have to assemble their own pedagogical
toolkit from the many resources out there and restock it (and
recreate it) as necessary. There is no one single way of being
effective. There is no magic spell… that will make all pedagogical techniques effective all the time. It is very difficult to
generalize from one instructor’s experience to the next. One
gets on with it.
She doesn’t say so, but my guess is that her post is, in part, a response to an
op-ed, “Lecture Me. Really,” by Molly Worthen “a history professor at the University of North Carolina, in The New York Times on 10/17/15. She posits a dichotomy
between lecturing and the popular teaching styles of today–many of which descend
from things like PSI and the writings of Paulo Freire, both of which move the lecture
from a place of centrality in the learning experience. Worthen writes:
Listening continuously and taking notes for an hour is
an unusual cognitive experience for most young people. Professors should embrace — and even advertise — lecture
courses as an exercise in mindfulness and attention building,
a mental workout that counteracts the junk food of nonstop
social media…. “I think the students value a break from their
multitasking lives,” Andrew Delbanco, a professor of American Studies at Columbia University and an award-winning
teacher, told me. “The classroom is an unusual space for them
to be in: Here’s a person talking about complicated ideas and
challenging books and trying not to dumb them down, not
playing for laughs, requiring 60 minutes of focused attention.”
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OK, but why does it have to be an either/or? Why not lecture, when that seems
to be appropriate, and engage in something else at other times?
Even lectures work in different ways. Worthen puts a premium on note-taking
skills, and sees this still as integral to the value of the lecture. I don’t. Like Keller, I
see the lecture as motivational. I use it when student effort is flagging, making it a
means for regaining enthusiasm. She also sees the lecture as a means for teaching
listening skills:
A lecture course teaches students that listening is not the
same thing as thinking about what you plan to say next — and
that critical thinking depends on mastery of facts, not kneejerk opinions. “We don’t want to pretend that all we have to
do is prod the student and the truth will come out,” Dr. [Andrew] Delbanco told me.
Certainly. But it is not the only way of doing that, and it does not work for
every student.
That’s why I like Burstein’s post so much. Her list of seven items emphasizes
that there is no single way–and (without saying so) that the Friends at Balby were
right, far beyond religion.

Broadening Teaching
12/07/10
Oh, how I wish I'd paid attention!
But I was only seven or eight years old.
My father, John A. Barlow, was an experimental psychologist. Friends and
colleagues of his whom I remember include luminaries in that field such as B. F.
Skinner, Fred Keller, Charles Ferster, and Tom Gilbert. Dad was particularly interested in teaching machines: he was a paid consultant for Field Enterprises (which
did a lot of the commercial work on teaching machines and programmed instruction)
and wrote the entry on the subject for their World Book Encyclopedia.
As I have written in other posts, by the mid-1960s, my father and almost everyone else involved with teaching machines and programmed instruction had given
them up. Under the influence of Keller and his Personalized System of Instruction
(PSI), first publicized in his 1968 article “Goodbye Teacher…,” PSI—or “Mastery,”
as my father preferred to call his version of it—became my father's passion.
By the end of the decade, like all of the others who had been so involved with
teaching machines, my father had abandoned them completely.
Like the others, he had discovered that effective teaching cannot be done by
machines—or, more accurately, not by machines alone or through programmed
learning systems. Teachers are needed, as is interaction. As are faces, the faces of
people—right in front of the student.
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Yes, some people can learn under any circumstances, as long as the information is available to them. For most, though, it takes something more.
It takes external motivation. And the building of the internal.
The teaching-machine people realized that teaching cannot focus on technology, or on any one thing. A good education is based on lectures, on discussions, on
reading, on writing, on labs, on getting outside of the classroom (or away from the
computer) and just exploring. PSI itself isn't even a complete formula for education,
but one tool a teacher can use—should use—among many.
Good teaching requires two things: the ability to motivate and flexibility, the
ability to switch from tool to tool given the demands of the particular situation.
Something that worked with one group of students may not work with the next. The
good teacher needs to have had enough experience with a variety of teaching methods so that she or he can easily switch from one to another when the situation requires it.
What interests me most about the history of programmed instruction is that its
lessons have been largely forgotten. Today, we are so star-struck by digital technology that we forget that nothing is new, really, that we can find things in the past that
can inform what we are doing now.
What my father learned was to focus on students, not on teaching aids. He
learned to use the aids, but to abandon them, too, when that was warranted. He
learned to keep his options open.
What worries me about today's online instruction is that it provides no options,
making instruction a packaged whole. That, unfortunately, will only work for a few
students, and not every time.
Had I paid more attention to what my father and the others were doing in the
1960s, I might not now be having to try to reconstruct what they learned. Like the
rest of us, I have been too caught up in the future. Now, I want to learn more from
the past.
Too bad I didn't listen. Could have saved myself some work.

One Possible Way for Improving Higher Education
12/24/10
How might universities and colleges be structured to reflect the needs of the
21st century?
Nothing I could suggest is going to be perfect, maybe not even practical. Certainly not in all situations. But change is needed. Our present system was designed
for an age that has slipped away. If we don't begin to try, at least, to find means of
educating that reflect the changing needs of students and society, the United States
is going to further slip behind in an evolving world.
What I want to suggest, first, is that we find new ways of approaching the core
curriculum. This is a little easier than looking only at the needs of more advanced
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students, as we normally do, for all students take most of the core courses, making
coordination of the core curriculum simpler than trying to rope in the whole.
First, I would change our department structures, leaving to them responsibilities for hiring, renewal, promotion, and tenure—and for oversight of majors—but
taking from them direct oversight of the core. This would become the responsibility
of a separate structure composed out of faculty directly involved in the core. I am
not going to worry right now about how that structure would look... after all, this is
only a dream, and a rather tentative one, at that. The point is that it be multi-disciplinary.
Faculty involved in the core program would work in teams of five, each team
responsible for a group of 125 students. Every other week, each of the team would
give a fifty-minute lecture related to their specialty and the work the students are
engaged in, a lecture prepared with awareness of what they others are lecturing on
and with motivation being at least one purpose. That means these lectures would be
expected to be entertaining as well as informational and would deal with the more
sweeping aspects of the particular fields and their places within the world.
Lecture halls that could hold upwards of 125 students and staff would have to
be crafted, but there would be no necessity of the traditional, smaller classroom.
Space once devoted to them could be used for screening rooms, conference rooms
(with space for up to a dozen to work together), study carrels with complete Web
access, and more. The purpose will be to have created a flexible environment where
work individually and in teams can be initiated and completed as need be.
The role of the teacher, in this environment, would be heavily bureaucratic—
developing curricula, coordinating with other instructors, monitoring progress, etc.
But there would also be more chance for substantial time working with particular
students and groups of students on specific projects. In ”Good-bye, Teacher…,”
Fred Keller outlines the basic role of the instructor:
The instructor will have as his principal responsibilities:
(a) the selection of all study material used in the course: (b)
the organization and the mode of presenting this material; (c)
the construction of tests and examinations; and (d) the final
evaluation of each student's progress. It will be his duty, also,
to provide lectures, demonstrations, and discussion opportunities for all students who have earned the privilege; to act as
a clearing-house for requests and complaints; and to arbitrate
in any case of disagreement between students and proctors or
assistants.
Heavy emphasis would be placed on student responsibility, one to each other,
ability to progress being tied to performance of tasks of assistance to other students.
On a particular day, a student might start by checking the scheduling program
and choosing a lecture to attend, attendance monitored through apps (I have updated
this a bit). The student, needing work on an area of weakness, might seek out a
group signaling interest in that area and attend an impromptu workshop. At another
point in the day, the student might check in with others working on a particular
group project, might work through individualized readings or instruction of another
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sort, might tutor another student or receive individualized tutoring... all of this monitored through apps. Teachers and students would frequently communicate, both in
person and through the Web.
Keller provides a list of the distinct aspects of the Personalized System of Instruction (PSI) or 'Keller Method' or 'Mastery' on which I would base this program:
(1) The go-at-your-own-pace feature, which permits a
student to move through the course at a speed commensurate with his ability and other demands upon
his time.
(2) The unit-perfection requirement for advance, which
lets the student go ahead to new material only after
demonstrating mastery of that which preceded.
(3) The use of lectures and demonstrations as vehicles
of motivation, rather than sources of critical information.
(4) The related stress upon the written word in teacherstudent communication; and, finally:
(5) The use of proctors, which permits repeated testing,
immediate scoring, almost unavoidable tutoring,
and a marked enhancement of the personal-social
aspect of the educational process.
This type of program was first introduced more than fifty years ago, though
within the discipline of Psychology and not across the curriculum. My vision also
stems, in this particular, from the 'learning communities' concept, but with more
strength than the generally anemic LCs that I have so often seen in operation.
Though it is still used at times (it is one of the sparks behind the ongoing Peer Led
Team Learning program that originated at City College and that we are working on
using as an aid to writing classes at my own New York City College of Technology,
a sister CUNY campus), PSI has pretty much disappeared over the past thirty years,
as colleges have regressed into a more static model of teaching and the classroom.
There's a great deal more to this than I have outlined here. What I am doing
right now is expressing what could be one way of restructuring a part of our college
and university learning environments in a way that could make students more active
in their learning while breaking down some of the walls that we have constructed
within our institutions.
Something of this nature could even be used without shaking our structures
too terribly much. It would allow students to gain experience working in teams,
designing their own program (I have not gone into that here, but it could even include a 'stretch' feature allowing students to take more than a single semester to
complete certain work), working with digital possibilities as aids to their education,
and much more.
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My point isn't that this is the way to go, simply that there are ways of releasing
our colleges and universities from the clutches of ways of thinking about education
that no longer meet the needs of students or society. We need to be exploring them.
Even the pathways that prove to be dead ends will provide more to the students
than does the system that we have in place right now. After all, one learns from
failure as much as one does from success.
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Making the Future
Though I wrote these posts almost fifteen years ago and toward the beginning
of my academic career, I don’t find much in them to disagree with today. What pains
me is how little has changed since them, how little progress we have made toward
restructuring higher education for 21st-century needs.
American higher education has been in the doldrums since the end of the 1970s
at the very least. Fat and self-satisfied, it likes to pretend it has the thirst for exploration that its definition of itself presupposes. Instead, it is simply a becalmed ship
wallowing on national riches and pretending each hint of breeze is a storm only
survivable by the actions of its intrepid crew.
We need to change that, providing our own new breeze.

Renovating Academia
6/24/05
Since the start of David Horowitz’s campaign to have his “Academic Bill of
Rights” and “Student Bill of Rights” instituted by law for state-run institutions of
higher education, academia has closed ranks against him. And for good reason.
That, however, doesn’t mean that there aren’t things needing reform in academia. One of these is the entire tenure system which is casting a pall over our universities and allowing for attacks that may be at least partially justified.
When I have brought up this topic in the past, I’ve been attacked by tenured
academics as if I were reacting simply from sour grapes. I’ve been told that I’m
angry because I just have not been good enough to achieve tenure. So that won’t
happen again, let me give a bit of information on my background: for fifteen years
after earning my Ph.D. in 1988, I did not try for a full-time career in higher education. I had other things in mind: Peace Corps in West Africa and opening a store,
among others. Only in the last two years have I actively considered higher education
as a career (and am now teaching college full time for my first time ever in the
United States). By no standard now in place could I have even been considered for
tenure so far—let alone be turned down for it. I have not been in the field long
enough (though I am happy with my progress, to date). I have had a book published
by a reputable press (and have a contract for another), have seen a number of my
articles reach print, have made academic presentations, have watched my dissertation appear as a book in translation in Spain, and have fine recommendations from
students and peers. I also was long ago awarded (and accepted and completed) a
Senior Fulbright Lectureship. Certainly, I am not writing as a disgruntled outsider,
but simply as someone turning to the profession later in life. So, please, don’t dismiss my arguments on an ad hominem basis. (Of course, almost fifteen years have
passed since I wrote this. I am not a tenured full professor—yet I still do believe
tenure needs reform.)
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What I am saying is the important thing, as it should be in academia, not who
is speaking.
Simply stated, tenure is a right to employment security in most circumstances
after a stated probationary period. Usually, the probationary period is five or six
years. This allows the institution to be sure that the professor is committed to it and
to evaluate her/his performance over that long a term. In the ideal, it means the professor has proven his/her worth and can be granted the right to take intellectual and
professional chances without fear of retribution.
Sounds good? Sure, and it is—in the ideal. But watch out for unintended consequences.
The first of these is a wall that’s been built between those with tenure and those
without. Even if everyone is on a tenure track (which is not the case—but more on
that later), the distinction between those who have made the grade and those who
have not is ever-present. As a result of this, the pressure to conform on those waiting
to cross the bridge is great: no one wants to put in all those years of effort only to
be rejected. So, while those with tenure may have more academic freedom, those
without, paradoxically, actually have less than they might if tenure did not exist at
all. Often, they are investing too much in the possibility of tenure to be willing to
rock the boat.
So, wanting to ensure that their efforts are rewarded, many on the tenure track
(consciously or unconsciously) adopt the views of those with tenure—those who
will be sitting in judgment on them. This can (and does) lead to the perception that
there are “party lines” that must be followed if one is to gain tenure. As a result,
though there are other reasons why academia tends to be more liberal than much of
American society, people are able to point to the tenure system as a means for keeping out those with more conservative viewpoints—whether that is true or not, it can
sure look that way.
In the 1960s, in the wake of the Free Speech movement at Berkeley (and elsewhere), American universities did become high-profile magnets for the left—and
certainly were focal points of the antiwar movement that followed. As a result, public perception of the universities (if not the fact) was that they were dominated by
the left. The identity politics (and the perception of “political correctness”) of the
seventies only ratified this belief. Today, many Americans see the universities as
places where well-paid and comfortable leftists not only keep out those who might
disagree with them but use their sinecures as platforms for brainwashing generation
after generation of college students.
This perception (it is certainly not the reality) has played into the hands of
those who want to see the universities (at least the state-run ones) come more under
the control of the political system to make them reflect more accurately the mindsets of those in power.
Sure, the perception promoted by rightwing agitators is wrong, but our universities certainly do grow out of a humanist tradition that is increasingly antithetical
to the political right in this country. This fact allows universities to be pegged as
having an overt leftist agenda.
To make matters worse, because of expansion of the universities in the sixties
and seventies and the financial contractions since, we now have both a top-heavy
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system of too many tenured professors (at many institutions) and many more qualified applicants for available positions than will ever be absorbed. Not only does this
increase the pressure to conform, but it leads to resentments on the part of those not
chosen—exactly the sort of resentments I have been accused of harboring. (The position of tenured faculty has changed dramatically over the last fifteen years. The
number of tenured and tenure-track faculty as a percentage of the whole is shrinking
as the profession undergoes a deliberate casualization with the intent of reducing
the cost of instruction and the power of the faculty—see below. The resentments,
however, have not also decreased.)
Even in a highly-competitive job market, it’s easier to say that one didn’t get
the job “because they don’t like my politics” than it is to accept that another applicant might be better suited for the position.
Another unintended consequence of the tenure system has been the growth of
means of bypassing it. With higher and higher percentages of tenured faculty (and
growing costs, as a result), the universities moved to create cheaper, non-tenure
tracks for staffing classrooms. These have generally been of two sorts: first, the limited-term appointment (contingent) and, second, the use of adjunct (part-time) teachers (either graduate students, those still trying to find full-time jobs, those without
terminal degrees, those who teach part-time at a number of schools, or those who
have turned to another career but would like to keep their hands in). This has led to
what is, effectively, a four-tier system in a great number of universities: tenure, tenure-track, contingent, and adjunct. One’s value and ability is perceived as increasing
at each upward step—which is both unfortunate and unfair (some of the best teachers I know are adjuncts). One’s income for the same work, certainly, is quite different at each level (though less so between tenure-track and temporary).
It has become harder than ever before even to get onto the tenure track, and
extremely difficult to get tenure. This has led to another misperception (but also
with more than a grain of truth), that tenured professors think “well, I got mine” and
start to coast. They’ve made it, after all, to the top—so why bother to do more than
they must? The people in the job market today sometimes see themselves interviewed by tenured faculty with fewer scholarly publications and credentials than
they (the applicants) have… by people who, in today’s job market, would not even
be even asked to interview for the job. This is another source of resentment that the
right, in its drive to gain control of the universities, can tap into. The pressure on
young academics is so great today that they are publishing younger and more frequently than did the older generation—they have to, or must leave academia. The
older, who came up without the same sort of pressure, can sometimes look like
“dead wood” by comparison (more likely, they saw their careers as focused on
teaching, not research—something young academics cannot do in today’s superheated “publish or perish” environment). Once more, those who publish but cannot
find academic jobs often feel they must find someone to blame—after all, they are
more “qualified” than many of those passing judgment on them—so, if they are at
all right of center, they can easily make disdain for their politics the culprit for their
failure to make it to the “inside.”
Perception is the greater part of “truth.” And perception of the tenure system
has helped lead to the calls for academic reform that have found voice in at least
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sixteen state legislatures. Tenure is (and should remain) an important part of academia, but that does not mean it cannot be modified. To me, its glaring problems
are the probationary period and tenure’s use (all too often) as simply a system of job
security. Why should a young academic have to go through a period of years where
she/he cannot express themselves freely, for fear of not attaining tenure? Shouldn’t
this system, meant to protect academic freedom, protect all academics, not simply
those willing to wait it out? It’s understandable how universities are reluctant to
extend tenure that way, for then (given the way tenure is administered these days)
they would never be able to get rid of anyone. That brings us to the other problem:
sure, in principle, even a tenured professor can be fired “for cause.” But how often
does this happen?
Tenure should be an expanded and more limited right: every academic should
be covered, but only for specific academic (and political) activities. If it were so,
many of the misperceptions that allow academia to be so easily attacked could be
dispelled.
If it were so, our universities might even improve.

Renovating Academia, Part II
07/14/05
Those of us who are college professors today have succeeded in an extremely
authoritarian, top-dominated system (it has been decades, now, since there was any
real attempt to create an alternative). To some degree or another, we are the ones
who were willing to bootlick long enough to be allowed to establish our own credentials of authority. And, naturally, having come up that way, we often assume
(usually without examining the issue) that this is the best way.
Our authoritarianism is rarely leavened by any sort of training as teachers that
might allow us (even) to use it more effectively as part of a larger design. College
professors are expected to be subject experts; few are also trained teachers. Our
concepts of appropriate classroom behavior and management, therefore, come (for
the most part) from our own experience, not from examination of the comparative
effectiveness of various carefully delineated and described techniques.
Because of our common background, we college professors become credential
addicts whether we like it or not. Though I do not like it, when I meet someone who
is ABD (“All But Dissertation”) and who is not actively pursuing the dissertation, I
look down on them. Just slightly. I fight the reaction, but it is there. An ABD is just
as knowledgeable (generally) in her/his field as is someone who has completed a
dissertation (most often a narrowly-focused and specialized work). Both have completed all of the coursework required for the PhD and both have passed whatever
qualifying exams the particular department or university requires. Except for the
very specialized knowledge represented by the dissertation, what’s the difference
between the two?
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The answer is best presented by the Wizard in the 1939 movie of The Wizard
of Oz:
Back where I come from we have universities, seats of
great learning where men go to become great thinkers. And
when they come out, they think deep thoughts—and with no
more brains than you have. But, they have one thing you haven't got: A diploma!
I get the humor; the sarcasm is right on point. Yet I, even knowing that the
distinction is small, still look at those “just” ABD as lacking something. I can’t help
it: I was raised in—and have succeeded (to some degree) in—a culture where the
credentials mean almost everything.
A great deal of real work and learning also goes along with earning a PhD—
and this, too, may be part of the problem. Few people earn a doctorate without a lot
of sweat and concentration. By the time you are done, you really know your narrow
specialty, generally at a level equaled by only a small few anywhere else in the
world. You also know, in excruciating detail, just how much work it takes to get to
that level.
Having been involved in detailed research and writing, conversing with those
few who are your peers in the particular subject area, it’s understandably easy to
react with frustration (or even anger) when someone who has not put in the same
amount of time and work comments on your field—generally making a claim that
you long ago examined and jettisoned.
Others may see this as disdain for their ideas. Students, for example, may feel
insulted by an almost accidental slight coming simply from the fact that, to the professor, the particular idea the student holds has long been debunked.
This, like the almost unconscious disdain for an ABD, infects us all in academia, whether we think about it or not. And sometimes it spills over into debates
outside of academia—to academia’s detriment.
When it spills out, it is more easily examined. So, let me use two such examples.
The first is the question of who wrote the plays and poems of Shakespeare. For
centuries, there have been people claiming that Will Shakespeare from Stratfordon-Avon could not have done so. Samuel Clemens was enticed by this possibility.
Today, even such non-academic intellectual luminaries such as Lewis Lapham (former editor of Harper’s) have entertained doubts about the authority of Shakespeare.
What has been the response of academic Shakespearians? For the most part,
nothing. Only recently have they gotten into the debate at all. Scott McCrea’s The
Case for Shakespeare: The End of the Authorship Question, for example, appeared
just this year. In April 1999, a number of scholars, headlined by Harold Bloom,
participated in a Harper’s “Folio” (a grouping of short essays) entitled, “The Ghost
of Shakespeare” (“Who, in fact, was the bard: the usual suspect from Stratford: or
Edward de Vere, 17th Earl of Oxford?”). Beyond these, response from the academic
community to the “controversy” has been desultory. It hasn’t seemed a controversy
at all to Shakespeare scholars (to them, there never was a question of authority in
the first place), so they rarely bother to respond.
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The result? A rather useless debate has been kept alive for well more than a
century.
Of course, in the larger frame, it doesn’t really matter who wrote Shakespeare’s plays. My second example, however, does matter.
It’s the “new” proposition of “intelligent design.”
As has been true with the question of the authority of Shakespeare, many academics have refused to debate the issue of creationism simply because they have not
wanted to give a platform to what they see as an untenable position. Just by debating,
the thought has gone, both “theories” are presented as equals—and the academics
feel quite strongly that the two are not equal. One has both a research and an intellectual pedigree; the other does not. One has authority—academic respectability;
the other does not. So, they cannot be presented as two sides to one issue, as debate
format insists.
Also, the scholars who refuse to debate argue that debates themselves add
nothing to science (or any other academic knowledge). Nothing can be resolved on
a debating platform—it exists completely outside of the requirements of the scientific method or of scholarship in general. Winning a formal debate does not add to
the authority of a position—so why debate? Coming from where the establishment
of authority is of paramount importance, this is completely understandable, even
though rather unhelpful.
Because evolution is a complex issue, scientists also hesitate to debate its opponents simply because they feel the topic is too involved for explanation in such a
forum. In an hour, for one thing, it’s much easier to attack than to defend. As few
scientists have bothered to spend the time really looking into “intelligent design” or
“creationism,” they can’t attack these ideas nearly as well as their champions can
attack evolution, which these latter generally have looked into. Furthermore, if they
do break their topic down in such a way that the lay audience can understand, the
scholar can be accused of being a “popularizer”—often a kiss of death in academic
communities.
Such attitudes on the part of the scientists stems in part from what I described
above, from the stupendous amounts of time most PhDs have put into study of their
topics. As a result, they see even the most educated lay audience as woefully lacking
in even the basic building blocks of the debate. And they don’t feel they have the
time (outside of the authoritarian classroom) to provide that knowledge when no
scholarly framework exists (making the task all that much more difficult).
Because they did their learning in an authoritarian system, few scholars have
really learned how to explain the complex issues they consider to people outside of
that system and who have no investment in the system. A student desiring a degree
will listen and accept (for the most part) what the professor is saying, ingesting it
almost without question. Questioning does come in later but, for all of our emphasis
on “critical thinking,” it is generally accepted only within certain well-defined
frameworks.
For this reason, a professor debating evolution outside of the academy can be
knocked for a loop by questions that seem completely out of the blue. Scholarly
authority counts for little outside of the university, and so debaters used to relying
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on that authority for at least a part of any discussion suddenly find themselves at a
distinct disadvantage.
To a smaller degree, we have similar problems each time we enter a classroom.
We professors expect students to accept our authority, limiting debate to issues set
up by ourselves. When students step beyond those, we can react poorly. Some of us
simply avoid responding (“That doesn’t even deserve consideration”) or brush the
question off with sarcasm. Others do try to respond, but few have the time to really
consider issues that we find tangential (at best) to what we have already determined
are the central questions.
It is here that we give an opening to the likes of David Horowitz with his “Academic Bill of Rights” and “Student Bill of Rights.” We find it hard, given our authoritarian backgrounds, to treat seriously ideas that were rejected by our own teachers and that we, in turn, rejected. We want to lead our students down paths that go
places, not simply into dead-ends for the exercise of it. For whatever reason, Horowitz wants to break down the current authoritarianism of our universities, giving
what he sees as a wider panoply of “viable” theories and points of view. And we see
that not only as a threat but a waste of time.
Now, I do feel that what Horowitz is doing is ultimately an attempt to take
advantage of one of the weaknesses of our academic system (its dependence on authority) in order to change it into a politically-dominated system—and I want to
fight him, every step of the way. At the same time, however, I would like to see
those of us in academia begin to examine ourselves a bit more carefully.
Few academics would readily admit that they operate quite happily and successfully as part of a rigid, authoritarian system—and I expect to get a great deal of
negative reaction from academics to my assertion that they do. Most of us, in our
personal lives, fancy that we eschew authority. Maybe we could really gain by examining why we don’t, in our professional lives.
Maybe.

Renovating Academia, Part III
07/18/05
Not surprisingly, most academics want to focus on the work they are doing,
some of which (and it is impossible to tell, in the meantime, what will prove so) will
be extremely important to our future lives. “Just let us alone; we’re doing work that
has helped you in the past,” we say, “and it will again, in the future.”
That’s true. Unfortunately, it misses an important point, and one that might
endanger the ability to do any research.
And that is, quite simply, that the academic ivory tower contains the seeds of
its own destruction; you cannot completely separate our universities from the wider
public and its discussions and concerns without endangering both the means and
opportunity for the research the universities desire to conduct.
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Academics want the wider public to have faith in them—but academics show
little faith in the public. Academia believes it has something to offer the public—
and it does—but it doesn’t often seem to appreciate what the public offers it in return. And the public, often, is unsure that it wants what academia has to offer. This
uncertainty provides an opening for those antagonistic to academia, leading to statements like this, from an article called “Can We Recapture the Ivory Tower” by Gene
Edward Veith in World Magazine in 1999 that starts with a grain of truth but that
can be used to undermine the scarce confidence left on the part of the public towards
academia:
Universities, to most Americans, are ivory towers. Academics are thought of as pursuing their lofty ideas, in sublime
indifference to ordinary life. Students put in their time at college before venturing out into the "real world."
Academia and reality are thought of as two different
realms, with both academics and ordinary folk liking it that
way. Scholars can pursue their most eccentric ideas, wrapped
in the mantle of academic freedom, protected from the vulgar
masses, and safely ensconced in their ivory towers. At the
same time, Americans seem quite willing to pour vast sums
into taxes and tuition to keep the intellectuals locked up where
they can do little harm.
But make no mistake about it: Academia, however isolated in its own self-contained universe, has a huge effect on
the "real world."
Veith sees the isolation of academia as leading to all sorts of mischief:
The ivory-tower myth-that the academic world constitutes a sheltered, privileged, and self-contained culture of its
own-contains much truth. Its peculiar dynamics help explain
some of the wackier ideas that nevertheless gain cultural currency.
Political correctness began as a behavior code on leftwing college campuses; it spread when hard-headed, conservative businesses began requiring their employees to take
"sensitivity training seminars" (taught by academics, of
course). Feminism became orthodoxy on college campuses.
Then, so-called "queer theory"-a research approach in the humanities that looks at history, literature, art, and philosophy
in terms of the expression and repression of homosexual desires-grew into a respected academic discipline. No wonder
college graduates today tend to look kindly upon feminism and
"gay rights."…
When the university schools of education catch a virus,
it is the nation's school children who get sick….
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Taxpayers who know their favorite university primarily
by way of its football team would do well to peruse the college
catalog and browse the academic journals. Here they will find
a smorgasbord of unrepentant Marxism, hysterical antiAmerican propaganda, defenses of every kind of sexual perversion from child sex to sadomasochism, and anti-Christian
bigotry.
The threat here, though directed at the humanities, spills over onto the sciences: stem-cell research, climate change—if the people who are funding a great
deal of the work in our universities (the taxpayers) see what is being done there as
contrary to their own views of the way the world should be, they will cut that funding or change the universities from research institutions into sites for the verification
of prior conclusions—and we will drift into a new dark age.
Does that sound alarmist?
It is. And what bothers me is that we in the universities, secure and self-righteous, seem to believe that our virtue guarantees our victory.
It does not.
Once, there were discussions within the universities over the very structure of
universities. That has died, smothered by a complacency that has grown over the
past thirty or forty years. The idea of an “experimental” college has become something of an oxymoron.
Once, there were academics concerned over the divide (long standing) between academia and the general public. They actively tried to overcome it, becoming public intellectuals… something we see less and less today, while we need it
more and more.
Once, public intellectuals could spend their time bringing new ideas and possibilities before the public. People like Bertrand Russell felt a responsibility to make
concepts such as relativity accessible to the general public. B.F. Skinner had the
courage and stamina to bring to the public ideas that it didn’t want to hear—and to
withstand the vilification (most of it unfair) that attended the reception of his ideas.
Today, about the best a public intellectual can do is try to fight a losing battle
against the forces of fear and deception. Carl Sagan, in The Demon-Haunted World:
Science as a Candle in the Dark, and Robert Park, in Voodoo Science: The Road
from Foolishness to Fraud, spend their time trying to stem the tide towards belief
in contemporary versions of witchcraft (and I am not speaking of Wicca, here) instead of presenting the new and fascinating ideas that our scholars are creating.
Though some scholars, such as Esther MacCallum-Stewart (see ”Inside the
Ivory Tower” by Jim McClellan in The Guardian, 09/23/04) are finding new ways
of moving academic studies beyond the ivory tower (by using blogs, in her case),
too many of us continue to think all of our needs can be fulfilled by the inside, that
we don’t need to general public. And that we have no more responsibility to the
general public than a willingness to allow others to partake in the results of our
labors.
Today, popularizers and scholars working outside the narrow bounds of academia are few and far between. It seems hardly worth the effort to try to explain
complex subjects to non-specialists. Not only will critics from within arise (many
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academics resist popularizations, seeing them as a “dumbing down”) but the attacks
from without can be vicious. Millions upon millions of people, for example, believe
that Skinner raised his daughters in boxes and ruined their lives—a malicious rumor
started by his detractors. The truth is that the boxes were not operant chambers
(“Skinner boxes”—tools for teaching students about stimulus/response continuums
through the “teaching” of rats and pigeons) but “air cribs” (baby beds with controlled temperature and humidity and things that have since become commonplace
like a sound system allowing parents to monitor the sound of the infant’s breathing
from anywhere in the house). The truth is that one of Skinner’s daughters grew up
to be a psychologist herself and the other is a successful artist. Not surprisingly, in
the face of such vilification, not many want to follow and become public intellectuals themselves.
We need to find that courage, however—just as we need to learn to be willing
to examine ourselves.
There are two tasks that we, in academia, need to take on: first, we need to
examine our institutions (especially in relation to the greater world of contemporary
America) and reform them (something few in academia want to do—I get more
nasty comments when I write about reforming academia than I do on any other
topic—and I get them almost exclusively from academics. They don’t want to face
even the need to self-examination). Second, we need—each one of us—to recognize
that we have an obligation to take our work outside of the ivory tower, to find ways
of presenting it to the general public and to listen to that public.
If we even start on these tasks, the threat represented by people like Veith and
(of course) David Horowitz will be diminished.
And our contribution to our culture will increase.

Renovating Academia, Part IV
07/26/05
One of the pressures on academia these days has come from those parts of the
outside population who believe universities could be run in a more business-like
fashion. That is, many people assume that universities should be financially selfsufficient and could operate through much more efficient models—if only they
would look to the corporate world for their models.
Many colleges and universities have taken this to heart.
Take note: one of the dangers, if you are a university, of claiming you are
“running things like a business” is that experienced businesspeople may see that you
really don’t know what you are doing (in the business sense) and move you aside.
Soon, you won’t be a university any longer, but will have become a business (not
simply “like” a business). And “you” probably won’t be a part of the running.
What does that mean?
At its most basic level, a successful business operates by providing its customers with something desired for a price that covers costs and leaves a bit for profit—
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and at a price that the customer is willing to pay. The more efficiently the business
provides that something, the greater the profit will be.
Given outside pressure and an unquestioned belief that a business model is
superior, too many university administrators have been struggling to graft this model
onto their institutions (or have let people from the business world step in and do so).
The widget, in their view, is the education. The customer is the student. The means
of providing the widget, the product, is the faculty. The result?
Well, it’s not better education.
Why not?
Because education does not fit well into a business model.
For one thing, the widget, education, cannot be defined into efficiency. Attempts to do so are forcing education into a retrograde position, for they focus on
standardization, one of the main bases of efficiency. Unfortunately, efficiency itself
isn’t often a good thing in an educational environment. It leads to a concentration
on measurement and reproducibility, both of which limit education and make it even
more backward-looking.
The over-emphasis on standardized testing (seen as efficient) certainly has
been heightened by a business model of education. But standardized testing is the
ultimate “inside the box” system for evaluation, grading only on what already has
been deemed both correct and important. It demotes creativity to nothingness and
makes the ability to utilize the scientific method extracurricular. Learning governed
by standardized tests concentrates on what has been, not on what could be. It is,
ultimately, stultifying, for it is the opposite of expansive, which is what education
should be.
Applying the business model to education usually presupposes that the customer is the student. This isn’t really true: the ultimate purchaser of education is the
organization that hires the student based on the diploma, not the student himself/herself. By focusing on the student as customer, the universities neglect the needs of
the real end-users, and often end up supplying a second-rate product (having been
seduced into satisfying the wrong “customer”). “Customer,” really, cannot be
grafted onto education, for there are too many “customer” constituents (not only
students and employers, but parents, government and even the military—and the
civic body as a whole).
Another problem with applying a business model to education is that it assumes that faculty members are simply part of a means of production and can be
easily swapped out. A couple of years ago, I taught for a bit for an accredited online
for-profit “university.” There, the faculty members were not allowed to create classes, but merely acted as “facilitators” and were expected to be able to step in to a
class anywhere along the line, if needed. As a result, the quality of the instruction
was quite low, and the qualifications of the instructors weren’t much higher. I took
the part-time job because the pay was high—but left soon after because the work
was boring. Most other of the highly-qualified teachers did the same. Attracted by
the money, they constantly end up leaving because they aren’t really teaching. And
they did not become teachers for the money—but to really teach.
I talked with the administrators of the “university” about this as I was leaving,
trying to convince them that the level of instruction could never really be high if
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they continued to have non-teaching specialists set curricula and assignments. Businesspeople, they could not understand what I was talking about, feeling they were
providing an efficient education through standardization. They could not understand
that the teachers have to be intellectually stimulated if they are going to intellectually stimulate their students.
There certainly are reasons for trying to make universities more efficient and
less dependent on non-tuition funding. But a simple business model will not make
universities efficient and profitable—unless a good deal of what we think of as
“real” education is given up.
More in the next installment.

Renovating Academia, Part V
09/25/05
If I were founding a university I would begin with a
smoking room; next a dormitory; and then a decent reading
room and a library. After that, if I still had more money that I
couldn't use, I would hire a professor and get some text books.
— Stephen Leacock
My earlier postings on the changes needed in academia dealt with problems
within our universities instead of those encompassing them. Perhaps that was the
wrong way to start. If so, let me try to make up for my lapse by going back now and
looking over a few of our basic assumptions about education and its structures at the
post-secondary level. Let me describe what I think a university should be.
Given the realities of contemporary America, little of what I want to talk about
has any chance of coming to life. The constituents influencing our educational structures (faculties, administrations, students, parents, governments, and employers) act
as a brake on change, providing an innate protectionism governing most attitudes.
This protectionism has grown stronger over the years, to the point where there’s
hardly an “experimental” college left in the United States. Yet, by taking a look at
the whole, perhaps we can identify ways that pieces can be modified, shoring up a
tottering system, sure, but not one that’s necessarily bad.
As a college education has become more and more a necessary prerequisite for
membership in the American middle class, ideas about what it should consist of
necessarily have changed, though our colleges, really, have not—and do not. Within
them, for example, one finds entrenched attitudes towards education reflecting a
time when a college education wasn’t considered necessary, not even for many professional careers (once, even doctors and lawyers could train for their professions
without first earning an undergraduate degree), when it was a place for the creation
of upper-class and upper-middle-class “gentlemen” (and, in a few cases, “ladies”).
The attitudes retained from this era have very little to do with education as it is
constituted today but the pressure exerted by the past cannot be ignored.
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Another influence on education that has little to do with its actual, presentdays needs was born, perhaps, alongside of Isaac Newton—in other words, it was
born a long time ago, though it has become something of a mania today. It is the
attitude that “If you can name it and measure it, you can understand it.” That’s fine
for collecting beetles or butterflies, but isn’t much use, in and of itself, when looking
for the “why’s” of beetles and butterflies. Of course, Newton himself understood
that measurement is only a part of learning, but that is one of the reasons we remember him today and have forgotten most of his contemporaries in the sciences. This
attitude stems from the unNewtonian misperception that the universe and
knowledge are “things” and not “processes.” In this view, knowledge exists outside
of the individual and, therefore, can be found—or received from another (see Paulo
Freire’s “banking model of education” in his Pedagogy of the Oppressed). Education, in this view, is no more than having facts at one’s fingertips. This is knowledge
for the uncurious: once something is “known,” that’s the end of it.
People, such as David Horowitz, who argue that teachers should stick to “content,” have fallen under the spell of this concept of knowledge as a “thing.” To many
like him, this “thing” can be broken down, furthermore, into “good” components
and “bad.” Such an attitude, also, externalizes knowledge to the point where it is
perceived to be receivable passively and even without intent. As a result, Horowitz
fears professors who extol what he sees as “bad” knowledge, for he sees their students as nothing more than receptors who will simply accept what they are told as
“truth.”
Of course, neither the universe nor knowledge exists in static form—and students don’t learn passively but engage in a dialogue with the material they are considering. Much of their education, actually (though those with beliefs like Horowitz’s would deny this), is not the assimilation of information but is a process of
gaining the ability to negotiate information and to manipulate it towards desired
ends. Instead of learning about the scientific method, for example, they learn to utilize it—even in arenas far removed from the sciences.
This, of course, is at the heart of why testing can’t be the sole arbiter of educational success. Ultimately, what one learns is much less important than what one
learns to do with it. That’s why so many business people, when asked what they
want out of colleges, say they look for the ability to think, not “mastery” of a specific
body of knowledge.
Learning is the result of active engagement, not passive receptivity—and the
ability to engage actively is what many employers seek. This has long been recognized, but the furthest anyone seems to go with it in today’s colleges is to discourage
lecture classes in an attempt to get professors to increase student involvement in the
classroom learning process. But this is hardly enough (and lectures can be an important part of active learning).
Let’s imagine, though, that these arguments have been settled. That no one
expects a college education to provide a basis for a certain class identity. That learning has come to be seen as something more than an accumulation of facts. Even that
employers act on the fact that they know but ignore—that “training” in a field is
only a small part of what should be sought in most entry-level job candidates.
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What would a college look like, in such an environment? Well, let me say this
before anything else, nothing in my idealized academic environment is new. Much
of it, in fact, is very old. But we’ve moved away from it, and not for good reasons.
It’s really galling: we know how to give someone a good education. We just don’t
do it.
First of all, my college would not look like the result of a detailed construction
of category boxes followed by a willy-nilly dumping of unsorted items into them. It
would not be based on divisions. Another organizational model would have to be
developed, one that would replace departments and majors—and “courses.” Today,
we rely on artificial delineations of content, but only because they do provide some
sense of order, not because they have inherent value. There is no need for the particulars of the divisions we have created, and we maintain most of them simply because a re-drawing of lines would (by itself) accomplish nothing (something the
proponents of forcing professors to stick to their particular “content” don’t understand). Yet few of us could teach effectively if we were forced to stick within the
boundaries of our course descriptions: Nineteenth-Century American Literature
can’t be taught without some consideration of earlier American writing, thought,
and history, without mention of English literature, without examination of the political events of the century, or without a fundamental understanding of the scientific
and technological advances of the time. Nor can it be taught without taking into
account contemporary student mindsets… or without looking into the relationships
of the older works with contemporary issues.
By the same token, Biology shouldn’t include only science, but might cover
the role of science within society and the perceptions and misperceptions of science
that allow for the continued adherence, say, to Creationism and its new offspring,
“Intelligent Design.” Why something is not science is as important as understanding
why something else is. Nothing in our lives exists in isolation, after all. It would be
crazy to insist that studies of our world be conducted with a narrowness that the
world has never exhibited. And the university should be set up in a way that reflects
this reality.
In my idealized college, then, a “course” would not be a prescription but would
simply be a focus. There might be goals, but there would not be things that “had” to
be covered, certainly not to the detriment of something else. At first glance, this
might seem to play havoc with the idea of a progression of learning through a series
of requisite courses, but I don’t think it really would. Few courses meet their goals
as it is, yet professors at the next level are able to make do. Professors would know
more of what had gone on before their particular course: the schedule of classes
would be such that professors could step in and out of each other’s classes, assisting
when their particular areas of expertise were called upon.
No longer would the individual classroom be the domain of the particular professor. Responsibility for the class, in other words, would not translate into control
of the classroom. Others, be they administrators, faculty, or students, could drop in,
either to listen or contribute, learning about their students even before beginning to
teach them.
For that to work there would have to be a concentration on developing collegiality amongst the teaching staff, not competition. Tenure, as now structured, could
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not be a part of this university. All teaching faculty would have to have what
amounts to tenure in regard to their intellectual and teaching pursuits. That is, no
position taken and no experiment (outside of those actually harmful to other beings)
tried could be used as a basis for termination of employment. To provide a modicum
of professional security, five-year contracts (perhaps) could be in place—but there
should be no possible divisions between those with lifetime sinecures, those aiming
for them, and those simply “filling in.”
Because this is an idealized world we’re dealing with, not only do all students
concentrate on their studies, working in non-academic jobs only a minimum amount
(and that on campus) but faculty live within walking-distance of the campus, making
use of campus facilities for their own families—becoming much more familiar parts
of their students’ lives than they could as simply classroom presences. College
teaching should return to being an avocation, not simply a job.
There are many, many ways colleges could be structured effectively that don’t
rely on the sorts of categorization we rely on today. Colleges have tried experiments
over the years, and some of them with success—only to be pushed aside by the
monolith of contemporary academia. St. John’s in Annapolis and Santa Fe still
keeps to its great-books curriculum and tutorials, and Antioch still maintains its
work program, but there are very few other institutions that have been able to maintain a structure even a little outside of the mainstream. Beloit College, my own alma
mater, once tried a program of three full semesters a year with all underclassmen
completing three semesters their first year (going to school through August) followed by a middleclass period of two semesters on campus, two vacation semesters,
and a “field term” (where each student worked for a semester at a job relating to
their major) in an order determined by the student. The upperclass year was another
three semesters on campus in a row. Though still a fine school, Beloit has retreated
to a traditional two-semester schedule. Friends World College had a program in
which each student kept a journal for four years while studying at the school’s various campuses around the world. The degree was awarded based on examination of
the journal. There were others, the most famous having been Black Mountain College. Today, unfortunately, schools with experimental formulae are few and far between—most contemporary attempts at innovation being tepid, at best.
There are also many other ways colleges to be transformed into more learningconducive environments—but this diary has already become too long….
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Online, Digital and For-Profit
Education—And the Digital
Humanities
I started playing with home computing in 1980—and play I did. Not games,
but with the exploding possibilities around me, particularly for writing. I first used
computers in the classroom in 1992 and, though I continue to use what have come
to be called digital tools, I have yet to find them satisfying as helps to education,
though they are proving necessary in a world now besotted by technology.
Teaching online has never seemed much to me but correspondence courses
digitized and brought under non-teacher control. I have done it, and still do, but I
find it unfair to the students, who are led to believe they are getting the full college
experience but are really receiving but a pale shadow of it.
For a number of years, we have had an odd but understandable foregrounding
of the digital in the humanities, something some ran with, seeing an opportunity for
getting in on the ground floor in a new field. Knowledge of computers, they argued
(among many others), was going to be necessary if one were going to be a writer,
or a researcher—or even a competent reader. I always felt this was overstating the
case, for computers, like cars, would become simpler to operate over time, the mechanics becoming both more and more hidden and the user, even the most sophisticated one, less and less able to tinker behind the surface.
I have always felt Digital Humanities is a fad, though it has now entrenched
itself as a field.
A couple of aspects of Digital Humanities are beginning to fade, fortunately.
One, the agitating for acceptance of coding as writing and computer languages as
tantamount to human ones, arose from the demand for programmers that grew so
quickly over the last quarter century. Programming, though, is moving toward a
point where it is requiring less and less specialized knowledge and more and more
knowledge of how and where the programs will be used. This intersection is one of
the cruxes of Digital Humanities but the digital is becoming less and less important
(in this regard) as our whole world becomes more digital (this isn’t really a paradox: driving, too, became less a specialty as cars grew to ubiquity), the need for
understanding of humans reasserting is dominance.
There have been myriad fads associated with Digital Humanities, many of
them related to learning. MOOCs, for example, were going to revamp personal interaction with learning. Didn’t happen. Many other magical ideas were lauded and
then quickly disappeared.
One of the great strengths of American education is that it has been able to
accommodate fads without undue long-term disruption, letting the fads come and
go without damaging the students. I hope that proves to be the case with Digital
Humanities and all of the other fads of the digital world.
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Trouble in the Education "Business"
02/11/07
The University of Phoenix is having trouble, says The New York Times in an
article titled “Troubles Grow for a University Built on Profits” by Sam Dilllon
(02/11/07).
As if that should be a surprise.
Many of us in education have been watching the growth of for-profit institutes
of higher education with concern for quite some time. Our college and university
system, after all, was built on a non-profit foundation for reasons—and those reasons were being swept aside in a rush for results—i.e., profits. As a result:
students spend 20 to 24 hours with an instructor during each
course, compared with about 40 hours at a traditional university. The university also requires students to teach one another
by working on projects for four or five hours per week in what
it calls “learning teams.”
Do it faster and with less supervision—yes! And profits shall descend on one!
That’s not the only reason for-profit scares many educators. The fact of different constituencies, all with power in the institution, has long kept more traditional
educational institutions from straying too far from concentration on their primary
mission. Faculty power, for example, has kept administrations from centralizing
structures. At the University of Phoenix, the role of the faculty is diminished, taking
them completely out of the decision-making process:
Courses are written at university headquarters, easing
class preparation time for instructors.
Though these are the words of Times writer Dillon, they reflect the University
of Phoenix attitude: reduce the workforce and increase the profit. The attitude completely bypasses recognition of the importance of teaching (in its full extent of preparation, class time, and evaluation) to education, recognition that the essence of
teaching, the personal interaction of student and teacher, cannot be reduced to a role
of “facilitation” of a program created at a distance. This was demonstrated a generation ago by the psychologists who developed the first teaching machines—almost
all of whom eventually abandoned their projects to return to direct interaction with
students.
On some level, even the people at University of Phoenix know this, as the
following passage indicates:
Although Phoenix is regionally accredited, it lacks approval from the most prestigious accrediting agency for business schools, the Association to Advance Collegiate Schools
of Business.
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John J. Fernandes, the association’s president, said the
university had never applied. “They’re smart enough to understand their chances of approval would be low,” Mr. Fernandes said. “They have a lot of come-and-go faculty. We like
institutions where the faculty is stable and can ensure that students are being educated by somebody who knows what
they’re doing.”
And not, the implication is, by a team of course constructors at a distant location.
Having taught, myself, for one of University of Phoenix’s competitors (though
only for a couple of their short terms), I understand completely why one of the problems for all of the for-profit colleges is retention of qualified faculty. This little incident recounted in the article, did not surprise me at all:
Robert Wancha, 42, a former National Guard commander who is pursuing a bachelor’s degree in information
technology at the university’s Detroit campus, said that in a
computer course last fall his instructor, Christopher G. Stanglewicz, had boasted that he had a doctorate but did little
teaching, instead assigning students to work in learning teams
while he toyed with his computer.
Mr. Stanglewicz, reached at his home, acknowledged
that he had covered only a fraction of the syllabus, partly, he
said, because the university required him to cram too much
information into too few sessions.
“Students get overwhelmed,” he said. Mr. Stanglewicz
asserted in the interview that he had earned a doctorate in
economics from the University of Kentucky. But the authorities there said his name was not in their records. (Dr. [William] Pepicello [U of P’s President] said that Mr. Stanglewicz
had never told the university that he had a doctorate, and that
he was qualified to teach.)
If University of Phoenix is anything like the school where I was teaching,
“qualification” is based solely on administrative evaluation of credentials along with
a short course (mine was online) familiarizing the “facilitators” with institutional
procedures.
What we have, ultimately, in all of these institutions is a Wizard-of-Oz educational structure, where the receipt of a degree conveys knowledge and ability. “Give
me the money and I’ll give you the degree—and who’s to be the wiser” seems to be
the attitude. The assumption is that a real education isn’t good for much anyway,
that the only difference between the person with a diploma and the one without is
that sheet of paper.
Like all of those who have benefited from a real education, I beg to differ.
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Field of Dreams: Academic Edition
12/08/11
One of the impacts of the digital revolution should be the breaking down of
barriers even in academia, making it more and more possible for scholars to move
out beyond their specialties, to collaborate, and to bring into their own concentrations work by others that might, at first, seem far removed from one's own area of
study. To some degree, this is happening. In my own case, my original specialties
were science fiction, genre literatures, and American literature more generally. Because of the new exploration possibilities, I have been able to enter into specialized
conversations beyond those areas more readily than once was possible. This has
allowed me to expand my brief to include cultural studies, film studies, and a great
deal more.
A quarter or a century ago, I attended a meeting of radical behaviorists, almost
all of whom were quite familiar with the jargon developed by B. F. Skinner (Skinner
himself was there). One heard phrases like "contingencies of reinforcement" batted
around constantly and, in a smaller grouping, "mand," "tact," and "autoclitic." No
one, without having read Skinner's Verbal Behavior, could have made any sense of
these last bits. Today, on any smartphone, one can identify them in seconds and, if
not participate in the discussions, at least understand a bit of them. And, perhaps,
even add to them from the outsider perspective that is always worth considering.
For a variety of reasons, the concept of disciplines (as we know them today)
was established in universities in the latter half of the 19th century. The number of
these has grown as time has passed with new departments being established with
frequency. Each of these centers around its own vision of an increasingly narrow
"field," sometimes based on the "seminal" work of a particular scholar (Skinner for
the radical behaviorists, for example) or even on a geographic area (Appalachian
Studies, for instance) and the people who, though from diverse perspectives, produce work relevant to that region. To establish a place for themselves with the university structure, groups must provide clear delineation between themselves and
whatever department (or departments) they are coming out of. One result of this is
the pitched internecine battles between departments who feel that another has
stepped on their prerogatives.
The attitudes of separation this necessity engendered continue today as people
insist on establishing new "fields." This maneuvering, though perhaps necessary in
the past because of the structures of academia, really has nothing to do with scholarly activity itself. It simply provides a convenient place for a particular scholar to
hang her or his hat. Oh—and for those more interested in promoting careers rather
than scholarship, it provides a whole new vista of positions, journals, and conferences, places where, at the beginning, competition is light—and where who you
know or if you got there first is often more important than what you do.
To me, there's a great irony, today, in the claims for a "digital humanities"
field, in demands for its 'place at the table.' This is exactly the opposite of what I
had imaged happening in academia as a result of the digital revolution. Rather than
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continuing to limit conversations to certain in-groups, certain cognoscenti, I was
hoping to see all sorts of barriers in academia start to crumble, from classroom walls
to the fences around fields.
In a digital age, we have less need for division, for we can rely on digital tools
to provide us greater connection instead, allowing for increased knowledge of both
subject areas and those working within them. We no longer need the restrictions of
"field." In fact, we should be promoting just the opposite, a revolutionary approach
to academia, one that dispenses with disciplinary boundaries rather than creating
more of them. None of us needs to be in a department any longer, not if we are
willing to rely on our digital tools for keeping track of who is doing what, where,
and when. In terms of our scholarship, digital tools allow us to evaluate ourselves
and each other, and to see how even people across the world view the work, in a
matter of moments.
One advantage of teaching at New York City College of Technology is that
the school lacks, for the moment, any sort of English major. That means that the
vast majority of our classes in the English department are composition classes, and
at a low level. It also means that we don't have to "cover" as many specialties as do
departments with their own majors. It means I am able to write about journalism,
about new media, about academic freedom, about popular culture, about film...
about whatever I please... without being accused of stepping beyond what I was
hired to do.
Until the other day, I didn't realize what a privilege this is.
In talking to someone teaching in a university where the English department
recently split into two, into a Literature department and a Composition department,
I learned that, in the Composition department, publication outside the "field" of
Rhetoric/Composition does not count for tenure or promotion. I was appalled.
Scholarship is only scholarship, to me, if you follow where it leads—even if that is
far beyond your original goal or in a different direction completely.
We can "unfence" our academic fields today but, too often, we do not, but
continue to follow patterns that, though they might have once been necessary, are
no longer needed in this digital world.

Using Blogs for Research and Writing in the
Humanities
06/12/12
In their article "The Transformative Potential of Blogs for Research in Higher
Education" for The Journal of Higher Education (March/April 2012) Jana BouwmaGearhart and James Bess write:
Blogging recognizes the message of social constructionism and the possibilities for new collaborative, real-time
modes of information exchange that permit contributions from
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a vast number of potential expert collaborators from around
the world. Blogging may allow for more egalitarian involvement of qualified academics on problems of interest, the establishment of more extensive-boundaried and more communicative communities of scholars, and more effective community involvement in the formative stages of research and
presentation of research findings. Additionally, we would predict that with the opening up of information giving and receiving (with due recognition of needs for personal upward mobility), the academic community writ large will become, in a
relatively short time, much more collaborative and collegial.
(268)
Today, the blog retains the sullying image of the isolate in the basement and
'concern-troll' attitudes that if anyone can do it, its value is suspect. But that will
change, especially in academic situations as scholars in the humanities (and elsewhere, but it is the humanities I know best) begin to discover that better work can
be done through a base in the network of personal, independent blogs and socialmedia platforms than through academic journals or managed websites from universities or even think-tanks. Blogs act as aggregators, and scholars look to them for
sources and possibilities they might otherwise miss. I think I have discovered more
through blogging over the past eight years than through any other information
source—including libraries (though, I should note, much of my writing has been on
the blogosphere, so that shouldn't be a complete surprise).
There are real problems blogs (and social media) must overcome if they are to
reach their full academic potential. The first comes from that image of the blog as a
playpen, as a place for those who can't make it in the serious world of academic
publishing. We still revere Oxford University Press; no blog can compete. The fallout from this is that blogging today has an unpleasant odor to some scholarly nostrils, especially to nostrils on hiring, re-appointment, promotion, and tenure (RPT)
committees. Only scholars already secure in their careers (or with nothing to lose
for other reasons) can turn to blogging with confidence.
What I imagine for the future of academic blogging—in the best of all possible
worlds—is something breaking down disciplinary, institutional, and ideological
barriers. This goes in the opposite direction to a lot of what I am seeing these days
where some scholars are trying to establish their own new bailiwicks in an unfolding
digital environment, erecting barriers rather than tearing them down. Among these
is the "movement" of "digital humanities," a group that wants to define (and define
things out) rather than explore. What I'm seeing as the future of blogging, instead,
moves beyond the digital, subsuming it as a given, to a much wider utilization of
myriad possibilities. It is a world where even academic journals have atrophied, replaced by the blogs of individual scholars, each judged by how they are used by
other scholars (and even by those beyond academic communities).
Already, I find I am using a wider range of tools than ever in preparation for
my next book. I have my own library, personal contacts and discussions with colleagues, the electronic possibilities I have downloaded to my Kindle Fire and carry
with me, the journal articles behind firewalls that I can access through CUNY
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libraries, more widely available journals and articles, websites dedicated to particular topics, and blogs that not only provide new insights themselves but that also lead
me to sources I might never have come across on my own—and that are considerably more recent than anything available on my bookshelves. Over the years, I have
gained confidence in my ability to differentiate between the lead and the dross, no
longer retreating quite so much to the safe academic imprimaturs. I can ask questions from all sorts of people, even learn from them... as I recently did from an Australian musician who has returned to school for an undergraduate degree who put an
essay of his online.
Over the next few years, especially as those of us more comfortable researching within the new and expanded environment (I don't want to call it "digital," not
wanting to be confined to that) reach positions where we are serving on promotion
committees, etc., it will become safer and even easier for scholars to work openly
and with the broader palate. At that time, as Bouwma-Gearhart and Bess predict,
our academic pursuits really will have become "more collaborative and collegial."
And better scholarship than ever will have resulted.

More on Blogging as a Research Component
06/13/12
When I first posted this, the term “social media” was in its infancy. When I
refer to “blogs,” I really mean the much broader panoply of possibilities we see
today.
As I argue in the first of my books on blogging, The Rise of the Blogopshere,
blogs (and now social media in general) have the potential of re-establishing a vibrant and unproscribed public sphere (as Jürgen Habermas describes it). This can
only happen, however, as long as blogs and social media are really and truly open—
accessible to all and easily contributed to by anyone. In fact, Bouwma-Gearhart and
Bess (see the last post) echo Habermas, who sees the public sphere as, essentially,
an 18th-century phenomenon undergoing constriction ever since, arguing (as I do,
more generally) that blogs can open up academic discussion to a free-wheeling nature that has not been seen (except in unusual circumstances) for a long time and
that can happen in real time with immediate collaborative response, debate, explanation, and even change:
In a blog setting, collaboration has the potential to happen in real time; the give and take of idea sharing and discovery give immediacy to progress in the research and writing.
Veteran bloggers, in fact, claim appreciation for the promise
of quick self-publishing and related reaction afforded by
blogs. Thus, the use of the blog allows the vast resources embedded in the research community to be brought to bear in the
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formative stages of the research with the summative stages
represented subsequently in published material. Social media
and blogs promise greater reader interaction with writers
(more so than traditional modes of communicating ideas such
as publishing in periodicals, etc.). Blogs can have multiple
categories and some interfaces allow users to choose categories of interest and filter pertinent postings.
This affording of social value in relation to new offerings
is a norm in academic communities, of course. In many ways,
blogs mimic these communities’ strengths and have been
shown to have the potential to evolve into true virtual communities, with a distinct community culture and affording of specific social value to their respective participants. We contend
that blogs may, in fact, provide a new space for capitalizing
on pre-existing and beneficial norms and forms of formal academic collaboration, including what [Alexander] Halavais
terms the invisible college, or “the collective creation of a
school of thought by a distributed group of scholars, often using both formal and informal channels to communicate their
ideas” (p. 123). Blogs may additionally support the informal
contacts and communication required for effective contribution, survival really, in the academic environment. Halavais
[in "Scholarly Blogging: Moving Toward the Visible College"] (2006) likens the blog to “archetypal scholarly communication settings: the [research] notebook, the coffee house,
and the editorial page” (p. 117). The blog, like these other
settings, “is an effort to move thought into the social realm,
by presenting facts, ideas, and requests for assistance-and ultimately build knowledge” (p. 120).
They can do even more. Walt Whitman, in "When I Heard the Learn'd Astronomer," contrasts the "applause in the lecture-room" with looking "up in perfect silence at the stars." What blogs can do is allow us to move seamlessly back and forth
from one to the other—not having to, as Whitman did, leave one for the other.

Faducation? The MOOC
01/27/13
In today’s New York Times, in “Revolution Hits the Universities,” Thomas
Friedman writes:
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I can see a day soon where you’ll create your own college degree by taking the best online courses from the best
professors from around the world.
The column, which seems to be more PR for Coursera than legitimate commentary on education, comes a day before a group of us professors will be attempting to explore the MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses) that Friedman sees as
the savior of higher education by actually taking a MOOC ourselves, Coursera’s “Elearning and Digital Cultures.” As experienced educators, we want to learn about
MOOCs. We want to see if they do, indeed, offer something that can improve the
education we are offering.
And they might. But they will not do what Friedman imagines. How do we
know? Because the ideas behind the MOOC are not new. Go back 100 years in
America (go back to Ben Franklin, actually), and you will see similar enthusiasm
for structures to help the autodidact. What happened to them? They provided neither
the education nor the credentialing demanded by American society and institutions–
even business institutions. Alone, the MOOCs will not provide these to the broader
world, and for the same reasons.
Friedman likes the idea of students creating their own degrees. Well, they can
do that now. At CUNY, we have a program called the “CUNY BA” allowing students to design unique curricula utilizing resources across the system. When I was
an undergraduate 40 years ago, we could do much the same thing at Beloit, the small
Midwestern college I attended. In both cases, the institutions had learned that it is
not effective to simply allow the student to create his or her own degree: a great deal
of guidance is needed. Very few 18-year-olds have the experience or breadth of
knowledge to make the requisite decisions completely on their own.
Additionally, Friedman doesn’t really seem to know what constitutes “best” in
education. What makes a professor the “best” often has nothing to do with how that
professor may come across in an online environment. In most online instances, the
professor is behind the scenes, setting up tasks and discussions, not present and directly interacting with the students.
More important than “best,” which cannot be defined for MOOCs today, is
“different.” If the MOOC is a substantially different means of learning, and an effective one, it could very well prove evolutionary (there’s not going to be a revolution through MOOCs, Friedman’s title, “Revolution Hits the Universities,” notwithstanding). But the “best” learning environment will continue to be reserved for elite
students at highly selective elite universities. No MOOC is going to change that.
At the start of his piece, Friedman writes:
there is one big thing happening that leaves me incredibly hopeful about the future, and that is the budding revolution
in global online higher education. Nothing has more potential
to lift more people out of poverty — by providing them an affordable education to get a job or improve in the job they have.
Like many a non-educator, Friedman believes that the process of education
can alleviate poverty. This, as any experienced teacher knows, is simply not the
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case. Such naivete was lampooned fifty years ago by the science-fiction writer
Philip K. Dick in his novel The Man in the High Castle:
Crouching before the screen, the youths of the village–
and often the elders as well–saw words. Instructions. How to
read, first. Then the rest…. Overhead, the American artificial
moon wheeled, distributing the signal, carrying it everywhere.
(150)
The belief that “we” in the metropole can “help” the people of the periphery is
an old one—the opposite more often true (see the work of the Guyanese economist
Walter Rodney). Five years ago, in my book Blogging America: The New Public
Sphere, I wrote:
Today, there are still people who have such idealistic visions… such as Nicholas Negroponte, with his One Laptop
Per Child project. They forget that it is not technology alone
that drives cultural change or creates new worlds, but the interaction between the old and the new…. Like the old and the
new, the machine and belief (culture) are inextricably linked.
Focusing on the machine (in this case, the MOOC) as the answer leads only to
dead ends–as Negroponte, by this point, surely knows.
In my book, I go on to quote Kenyan Binyavanga Wainaina, who discusses the
wind-up radio, another bit of technology once extolled as an “answer:”
Trevor Baylis’s Freeplay Radios still exist. You will find
them among new age fisherfolk in Oregon; neoblue collar
sculptors working out of lofts in postindustrial cities;
backtoearthers in Alberta; Social Forum activists and neoGrizzley Adams types everywhere. Angstridden victims, all.
But the enthusiasts of the windup radio suffer not from poverty
or lack of information but from wealth, vague guilt, and too
much information. They are the only people who can find nobility in a product that communicates to its intended owner:
you are fucked. (120-121)
The same could be said about the MOOC. It is not intended–as Friedman’s
words show us–for the elite, but for the left-behind… for those who will stay left
behind. At the same time, it is the elite, the well-to-do and already well-educated
who will get the most out of the MOOCs. The real poor won’t.
That doesn’t mean there may not be value in the MOOC and the MOOC process. It is quite likely that MOOCs will provide an addition means of augmenting
education, becoming another arrow in the educator’s quiver. They could fit in well
with the system of education closest to my heart, Fred Keller’s old Personalized
System of Instruction (PSI), one of the first Mastery processes of education. I would
like it, if they could, for they could strengthen my argument for new experiments in
PSI.
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But, alone, MOOCs are not going to change education or revolutionize it. Any
careful study of the history of education will show that.
Over the course of the five-week MOOC we are engaging upon, a number of
us will be posting here on our experience. I look forward to it, but I am not going
into this starry-eyed like Friedman. However, I do recognize that, though the
MOOCs may be a fad, even in a fad there can be something of value.

The Logical End of For-Profit, Online Education
05/18/15
The best way to ensure at least some value to education is through time-defined
study under monitored face-to-face supervision. Education can certainly happen
otherwise; it can even end up being not very good in this set-up. But every other
model cries out for scam.
In “Fake Diplomas, Real Cash: Pakistani Company Axact Reaps Millions” for
The New York Times today, Declan Walsh shows us that the ultimate result of the
push for online education has been reached: A company in Pakistan is making millions by side-stepping “content” completely. The Wizard of Oz University–I mean
Axact–has seen what goes on in for-profit online colleges and has taken that to the
next step. Why even have a pretense of education when no education results anyway? Why not simply sell the certification?
As the Times points out, “diploma mills have long been seen as a nuisance.
But the proliferation of Internet-based degree schemes has raised concerns about
their possible use in immigration fraud, and about dangers they may pose to public
safety and legal systems.” At Axact:
The professors and bubbly students in promotional videos are actors, according to former employees, and some of
the stand-ins feature repeatedly in ads for different schools.
The sources described how employees would plant fictitious reports about Axact universities on iReport, a section of
the CNN website for citizen journalism. Although CNN
stresses that it has not verified the reports, Axact uses the CNN
logo as a publicity tool on many of its sites.
Social media adds a further patina of legitimacy.
LinkedIn contains profiles for purported faculty members of
Axact universities, like Christina Gardener, described as a
senior consultant at Hillford University and a former vice
president at Southwestern Energy, a publicly listed company
in Houston. In an email, a Southwestern spokeswoman said
the company had no record of an employee with that name.
The article ends with this irony:
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“This is a university, my friend,” said one representative
when asked about Axact. “I have no idea what you’re talking
about.”

More MOOCs, More… What?
05/30/15
Just as he is, in many ways, the godfather to the blogs, Benjamin Franklin’s
spirit stands over the baptism of the MOOCs (Massive Open Online Courses).
Something new and different? No. As are all children, MOOCs were birthed out of
a long line of ancestors. Franklin’s Junto and subsequent libraries, the Lyceum
movement, New Thought (to some degree), Chautauquas, correspondence courses,
telecourses: Proponents of all of these would be perfectly comfortable with the
structures and presentations of MOOCs. All they would have to learn is manipulation of the technology.
That’s both the problem of the MOOCs and the promise. They buy into ancient
church-driven assumptions of the one with imprimatur speaking (or writing… or
preaching, for that matter) to the many, a necessarily conservative model for learning and one that (as the Quakers argue in terms of religion) can douse the individual
light within. The people who are comfortable with this are generally those already
able to succeed within similar structures throughout educational establishments (and
European-related cultures in general). Not surprisingly, as George Veletsianos
writes for InsideHigherEd, “Recent research suggests that the majority of people
enrolled in these open online courses are highly educated. As far as US participants
are concerned, a large percentage also live in high-income neighborhoods.” Like all
of the past movements I mentioned, though putatively aimed at those outside of
traditional educational structures, they are taken advantage of by those situated in
cultural circumstances that include knowledge of traditional educational mores.
Veletsianos starts off with a quote that could have come from Franklin or from
any movement for mass education in America since: “Anyone, anywhere, at any
point in time will be able to take advantage of high quality education.” But that
‘anyone, anywhere’ will first have to attain competency with a panoply of highly
specific and culturally based learning skills and will have to demonstrate willingness
to work within a set of unvoiced constrictions that outsiders rarely even know exist.
Toward the end of his essay, Veletsianos writes, “It is already clear… that in order
to create more egalitarian structures for education, we need to start peeling away the
multitude of barriers that prevent the most vulnerable populations from participating.” Creating successful MOOCs, in other words, is not the simple ‘if you build it,
they will come’ of Coursera and the other early proponents of what is clearly, for
the moment at least, merely the newest style correspondence course or Chautauqua
meeting.
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If MOOCs are ever to be successful, they are going to have to present a new
style of learning and not simply technologically enhanced camp meetings.
My favorite MOOC gadfly, Professor Steven Krause of Eastern Michigan University, wrote last week:
MOOCs (et al) can’t compete with/replace higher education as we know it because of student motivation and the
recognized and historic (market?) value of a college degree:
I’ve never met anyone who has taught a MOOC who actually
believed they would compete with/replace higher education.
Really, the only folks who said MOOC courses and badges
were going to compete with university degrees as we know
them were policy wonks and folks hoping to make money from
all this, and really, those people were just wishing and hoping
that if they keep repeating the same wish over and over, maybe
it will some day come true.
When the MOOCs were first developed, the accent was on the courses and
their presenters. The students were “assumed.” Now, as Veletsianos and Krause are
hinting, focus is turning to the student—at least on the parts of those approaching
MOOCs with any real intelligence. Divergent styles of individual learning—and not
just mass dissemination of information—are going to have to be incorporated into
the courses if they are going to have any sustainability at all.
A lot of people are attempting to rescue MOOCs from the dunghill of abandoned educational strategies. My fellow editor at this blog, Martin Kich, recently
posted about “the seemingly increasingly desperate efforts to find something meaningful to do with MOOCs” by people such as MIT’s Otto Scharmer.
MOOCs reflect assumptions strikingly like those of “supply side” economists
and politicians. Unfortunately, like what is happening when “supply side” theories
are put into something like full effect (as they are in Sam Brownback’s Kansas), the
successes of MOOCs are extremely limited, to say the least, only benefitting a certain privileged few.
As tools for teachers, MOOCs probably have a future. As their replacement,
likely not. The dedicated autodidact can certainly take advantage of them, just as
she or he could of encyclopedias or even such works as Will and Ariel Durant’s The
Story of Civilization. Learning, though, isn’t access to information or even the
achievement of “results” leading to “badges” (what are we all, Boy Scouts?). Learning is myriad in its manifestations and its results can’t always be quantified—nor
should they be. Learning, as the old saw goes, is as much about learning to learn as
it is about the particularities of any “content.” This is the lesson that Veletsianos’
research seems to be heading toward proving, and that Krause and Kich, both experienced classroom teachers, already know.
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Am I Feeling Frustrated? You Betcha
06/16/15
As I have said repeatedly, by 1970, almost everyone who had worked to create
“programmed instruction” during the 1950s and 1960s had moved away from the
idea of teaching machines as the centerpiece of education. These tools, they had
realized, were only widely effective when in the hands of master craftspeople—that
is, trained teachers who understood both the limits and possibilities of their tools.
For most instances of successful learning, as I have said and written again and again
for almost thirty years now, the programmed-instruction psychologists had found
that face-to-face interaction cannot be replaced by machines.
But no one listens.
I thought of this again while re-reading Kentaro Toyama’s excellent piece
“Why Technology Will Never Fix Education” (05/19/15) from The Chronicle of
Higher Education in May. Its title says it all: “Why Technology Will Never Fix
Education.” I’ve long tried to explain why this is myself, often using the following
passage from a fictional novel inside Philip K. Dick’s 1963 novel The Man in the
High Castle, where the United States ships an:
almost witlessly noble flood of cheap one-dollar… television
kits to every village and backwater…. And when the kit had
been assembled by some gaunt, feverish-minded youth in the
village, starved for a chance, of that which the generous
Americans held out to him, that tinny little instrument with its
built-in power supply no large than a marble began to receive.
Dick is parodying the nonsense idea that people naturally want what the elite
imagine they want. And the idea that what “we” imagine as useful knowledge is the
same as everyone imagines. And the idea that motivation to learn is inherent in everyone and that such motivation is a primary drive. That poverty doesn’t matter, only
gumption does.
Although it is true that the occasional autodidact exists, most great learners
also had great teachers. Socrates for Plato, Plato for Aristotle even Aristotle for Alexander. And yet American political structures continue to try to strip education of
the teachers so integral to its success. All of us can point to the teachers who inspired
us—listing them has become one of the great clichés of conversations about education. Yet we are in the process of reducing k-12 teaching to a post-undergraduate
experience that need last no more than a couple of years after training for a month
or two (Teach for America) and of reducing our college and university professoriate
to part-timers and limited-term instructors without the stability necessary for great
tutelage (Wisconsin, most recently). Yet it remains true, as Toyama sums it up, that
the “real obstacle in education remains student motivation.” All of the rest is diversion.
Technology alone will never provide what teachers can and do–real and directed motivation. It couldn’t do that when my father was working with teaching
machines in the 1950s. Working alone with the various devices he brought home as
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a result of his consultancy with Field Enterprises, I was more likely to tear them
apart than use them in the way meant. That was cool and fun, but it did not produce
the kind of learning that Nicholas Negroponte, a generation later, imagined for his
One Laptop Per Child project based on the belief in self-directed learning that Phil
Dick was parodying while Negroponte was still an undergraduate. It certainly did
not follow the “path” to knowledge set out by the likes of Common Core creator
David Coleman.
Toyama asks:
So what is to be done? Unfortunately, there is no technological fix, and that is perhaps the hardest lesson…. More
technology only magnifies socioeconomic disparities, and the
only way to avoid that is nontechnological: Either resolve the
underlying inequities first, or create policies that favor the
less advantaged.
Ah! That’s the key, is it? We’ve been looking for technological fixes to education where only human ones will work. That is, we have to actually work, and
care for others—first. We can’t fob off on technology what we are not willing to do
ourselves–though that’s what we’ve been trying at least since the early sixties.
Mark Naison, a professor at Fordham, posted something on his blog With a
Brooklyn Accent that sums up what focus on technology is deflecting us from:
Instead of blaming teachers and public schools for the
growing wealth gap and the shrinking of the middle class, how
about looking at the impact of:
The closing of factories and outsourcing of jobs
Low wages and stagnant salaries
Rising student and consumer debt The drug war
The massive imprisonment of non violent offenders
Gentrification
Warehousing of abandoned properties
Racial profiling and Broken Windows Policing.
Tax relief for the very wealthy coupled with rising
taxes for the middle class.
He ends by asking, “Teachers are responsible for all those policy decisions and
economic trends, right?”
I guess that’s what frustrates me so much, the use of assumptions about technology in order to deflect us from the real work we need to do to improve education
(see above) and, at the same time, to reduce the impact of one of society’s most
important professions, teaching.
Instead of fighting teachers, why not (I ask, plaintively) fight the ills of society
so that teachers can actually be effective? Scott Walker, I address that question to
you. Chris Christie, you, too. Andrew Cuomo, you also….
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Anything else, even the bells and whistles of technology, is mere deflection
from the real issues.

Is the Exploitation of Education Coming to an End?
10/12/15
In The New York Times today is an article by Patricia Cohen, “For-Profit Colleges Accused of Fraud Still Receive U.S. Funds.” Exploitation of the failed student
loan programs (failed, that is, in terms of protection against fraud by for-profits)
continues, the Times says, even in the face of an Education Department crackdown
on “bad actors.” The article claims:
The career training and for-profit college industry has
been accused in recent years of preying on the poor, veterans
and minorities by charging exorbitant fees for degrees that
mostly fail to deliver promised skills and jobs. Without government funds, which account for the overwhelming bulk of
revenue, few of these institutions could attract students or stay
in business.
Making educational institutions into profit centers is never a good idea, neither
in higher education nor in k-12. Schools need stability of a sort that the risks and
attractions of the marketplace cannot provide. They need respect for students and
teachers that is never completely given to customers and employees—respect, in
business, is reserved primarily for profits.
The article continues, “Despite stepped-up scrutiny, hundreds of schools that
have failed regulatory standards or been accused of violating legal statutes are still
hauling in billions of dollars of government funds.” The people behind these “businesses” have a great deal of clout with government, just as does the charter-school
“industry.” Kaplan University, for example, is owned by the Washington Post Co.
One of the ironies of the article is this:
The continuing flow of money illustrates the quandary
facing federal education officials. On one hand, they are trying to protect taxpayer funds and prevent students from falling
deeply into debt without anything to show for it. On the other,
they must avoid running roughshod over private for-profit
schools that have not been found guilty of wrongdoing.
Must? A blanket moratorium would be the best protection for students and for
everyone else invested in real education—as opposed to purchased “diplomas.” The
schools complain that it’s a few bad apples causing the problem, but the underlying
structure of for-profit educational enterprises invites corruption and exploitation, especially when there is federal money easily available in a form that absolves the
enterprises, for the most part, from consequences (though that, we see, is changing).
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There’s a war going on right now over the future of American education at all
levels—and anyone not already aware of it simply does not care. Those attempting
to wrest control of education from the public often style themselves as “reformers”
out to stop featherbedding unions and to expel incompetent teachers. The reality,
though, is that corporation moguls, having taken note of the huge amounts of money
involved in education, have created the image of an education “crisis” in order to
gather some of that money into their coffers.
For a long time, it looked as though they were winning. Today, that seems to
be starting to change.
My optimism seems to have been misplaced. I wrote this post toward the end
of the Obama administration, itself not a good one in terms of education. I had no
idea that national leadership on education would soon devolve into Betsy DeVos, a
child of privilege and the fleecing of the unwitting (her husband’s family made its
money through a barely legal Ponzi scheme) who has no personal experience of
public education at any level. With her to open the door, educational exploitation
by business is roaring back.

Big Data versus the Faculty (and Close Reading)
12/18/15
A colleague of mine went on a public tirade this fall against the use of numbers
of citations in decisions on tenure and promotion. Hers may have been an intentionally self-serving rant, but she has a point. The amount of attention a paper or book
brings—or even its usefulness to other scholars—has little to do with its ultimate
value within a field. After all, attention comes from a number of factors beyond the
intrinsic value of the work, including reputation and venue. It’s safer to cite Franco
Moretti (the creator of ‘distant reading’) than a graduate student making a similar
point but in an obscure journal. And an article that lends itself to citation is not
necessarily the one that will be read down the line. It may even have been constructed more for citation than for contribution, dipping into current fads for immediate attention.
This fundamental truth comes into focus right now because of new reliance on
‘big data’ in employment decisions. As Martin Kich, referencing David Hughes of
Rutgers, writes, “Use of a proprietary database that purports to show the publications, citations, books and grants awarded to a professor provides far too limited a
perspective on faculty achievement.” It also leaves too much room for error—but
let’s leave that aside and concentrate on the first point. This is a limited tool at best,
and of limited utility.
It has long bothered me that hiring, re-appointment, promotion, and tenure
(RPT) committees often rely on numbers and venues instead of on the work of the
candidates itself. Few people actually read the scholarship of those they are judging.
They simply read about it. In this sense, the move to ‘big data’ is nothing more than
an extension of what too many of us have been doing for years, exacerbating the
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problems that arise from our inability to judge scholars on their work alone—for
whatever reason (sometimes it’s pressures of time, sometimes the number of candidates is simply overwhelming and sometimes it’s simply laziness).
The rise of ‘close reading’ and then Moretti’s ‘distant reading’ provides a useful corollary to what is going on now with the ‘big data’ fascination. Close reading
came about, in part, in response to a politicized historicism in literary studies that
threatened to reduce the importance of the text itself. Close reading provided a tool
for textual analysis that insists on concentration on the words themselves. Sometimes, admittedly, its proponents went too far, privileging text over context and deriding older views of the author as seeing that person as the ‘oracle’ for the text. I
remember Stephen King—this was 30 years ago—reflecting this attitude, saying he
had no more primacy in speaking of his books than he did about his fingernail clippings. That they came from his own hand had no significance to subsequent examination. Though this is patently ridiculous, I nodded along in agreement with the
rest.
Only years later did I start to come to my senses.
Distant reading arose from new ease through digital means of utilizing concordances and other aggregators of data about texts and words. Another tool, it fits
well with close reading, for each has a distinct function and even philosophy about
textual studies. Distant reading tells one little about the pleasures or intricacies of
individual texts, something close reading does. Instead, it points out patterns and
trends. Distant reading may have arisen, partially, in response to an over-reliance on
close reading, but it is not in competition with it. Its uses are distinct.
In both close reading and distant reading, however, the author disappears—or
is vastly reduced in significance. Neither method, therefore, is sufficient on its own
for bringing deep understanding to specific texts (they are all, after all, author connected, King’s comparison notwithstanding) though both can add to the process toward such understanding. Use of them does not replace the standard reader experience, a dynamic that includes text, author, context of composition, reader and context of consumption.
When we look only at the details within ‘the four corners of the page,’ we miss
the text as an act of communication. When we look only at the text within an aggregate or against some sort of numerical standard, we also ignore the attempted communication.
The problem with over-reliance on any particular tool is apparent in usage of
both close reading and distant reading. Neither should be the sole basis for decisionmaking; both are valuable, but only within a range of other considerations—and
with full access to the information generated so that it can be competently assessed.
In both cases, however, the totality of the research behind the data is generally available to any interested party.
The Rutgers University contract for ‘big data’ on faculty scholarship with Academic Analytics denies faculty access to the data (and even the methodology) behind the report, further limiting its usefulness. This is a problem, for it is faculty
who are responsible for hiring, retention, promotion and tenure and promotion. Just
providing them numbers tells them little about the candidates—just as distant reading can never tell us much about individual books. The information, if accurate and
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appropriate (there is reason to believe that the data coming from Academic Analytics is not always either) can be useful, but in no way can it be the basis of judgment
unless there is full access to the information and complete description of the means
of its generation.
Another trouble with the Rutgers deal with Academic Analytics is that it costs
the university over $100,000 a year. Having spent the money, the university is probably loath not to give its data primacy. The same can be true of advocates of close
reading and distant reading. When they have invested a great deal in either, scholars
tend to elevate the one or the other. Thing is, no tool is intrinsically better than another; a saw does not have primacy over a hammer. Unfortunately, when Rutgers
buys an expensive hammer, the university wants it used, whether it is a well-designed and constructed hammer and whether or not it is the appropriate tool in the
first place. This means that other means of decision-making will be reduced in stature—and also that the administration, which bought the service, will likely use its
data as a primary tool, even when not appropriate.
Close reading of a candidate’s file is not enough, nor is reliance on the distant
reading of ‘big data.’ Like teaching itself, personnel decisions cannot be reduced to
either texts or numbers. They concern people and their interactions—and the contexts of their activities.
Rutgers, though, may not be wasting its money. The subtext of its decision to
rely on the data from Academic Analytics may be that shared governance and its
implications are no longer to be relied upon, that hiring and firing should be determined by data alone—and this is data controlled and accessed by administrators, not
faculty. To Rutgers administrators, that may seem just fine.
To me, it’s scary.

'Punch with Care'
05/02/16
Every discipline falls into a pattern of standard practice; every few years each
must reassess. The same is true for the institutions that house them. This happens,
of course, too rarely—in both cases.
Over the weekend, I read two pieces—an essay and a book review—that made
me think about the staleness that has overtaken both my field (speaking most
broadly) of English and the institutions that house it. The first, “Neoliberal Tools
(and Archives): A Political History of Digital Humanities” from the 05/01/16 Los
Angeles Review of Books by Daniel Allington, Sarah Brouillette and David Golumbia, explores the rise of Digital Humanities as an institutional force, especially
within English departments. The second is Matthew Abraham’s review for Logos
Journal of Benjamin Ginsberg’s The Fall of the Faculty: The Rise of the All Administrative University . Though they may seem distinct at first glance, the topics addressed are closely related.
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My own hesitations concerning Digital Humanities have a somewhat different
genesis than Allington, et al. Specifically, DH tends to reduce the items of my consideration from dynamic to static, making counting more important than understanding—or enjoyment (after all, the first—or second, if you are Philip Sidney—purpose
of literature is entertainment). I tend to look at everything I examine as parts of
conversations, my attitude stemming from what I learned in B. F. Skinner’s Verbal
Behavior about the active nature of grammar. Unable to encompass the speaker/vehicle/audience turning gyre, DH provides little of particular use to me.
That DH has something of a pernicious institutional presence, yes, I was aware
but brushed it off. When DHers, a few years ago, were demanding ‘a place at the
institutional table,’ I turned away. That sort of jockeying seemed simply careerism
of no interest to me. Since then, I have rolled my eyes as colleagues have told me
they are attempting to include DH components in applications for NEH grants and
others, aware that this had become the flavor-of-the-month. I simply step aside from
any involvement (I don’t want the focus of my work determined by funding bodies).
I should have been paying closer attention.
Allington, et al write that DH is:
about the promotion of project-based learning and lab-based
research over reading and writing, the rebranding of insecure
campus employment as an empowering “alt-ac” career
choice, and the redefinition of technical expertise as a form
(indeed, the superior form) of humanist knowledge. This is
why Digital Humanities is pushed far more strongly by university administrators than it is by scholars and students.
‘Sure,’ I would have said, ‘but what does that have to do with me?’ And I
might have, still, had I not also been looking at Abraham’s review.
Ginsberg’s book is one I probably should already have read. According to
Abraham, Ginsberg argues that:
If the administrative apparatus continues to grow at its
present rate, university professors may very well disappear
themselves. Administrators have been clever in exploiting the
university’s bureaucracy in advancing administrative interests while marginalizing faculty expertise, concerns, and perspectives.
What has that got to do with DH? Abraham writes that “Administrators are
smart enough to know that they must avoid forums where probing arguments and
the presentation of convincing evidence will be required.” DH, according to Allington, et al, is just the sort of field that reduces argument to nullity by replacing it with
data. It is also an upending of the academic applecart, in the humanities, at least:
The goal was not merely to show what technical expertise could bring to humanities research. Rather, it was to redefine what had been formerly classified as
support functions for the humanities as the very model of good humanities scholarship.
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This, of course, plays right into the hands of those who, according to Ginsberg,
are attempting to create the all-administrative university. When support moves to
domination, the traditional center of the university, the faculty, is easily displaced.
The technicians who once made the research aspect of faculty jobs more fruitful
now are moving into control of that research, making the faculty less and less necessary.
Though I first became involved with computers in the university when a grad
student in the early eighties, though I have written extensively on New Media, and
though I use digital tools extensively in my own research and writing, I never think
of what I was doing or am doing as falling under the DH umbrella. I don’t want to
focus my writing on my tools—unless, as in my writings on New Media, I am looking at the cultural impact of those tools. This places me squarely within the Cultural
Studies field and far away from how I saw DH envisioned. I know (and have known)
that there are others who see DH in a much more expansive fashion, but I was never
comfortable with the centrality of the tools that even the name ‘Digital Humanities’
implies.
However, I never made the connection that I now see to the all-administrative
university. Abraham, when he wonders what it would take to put together a career
in such a place, makes me think of too many of the claims of DH, especially in light
of what I read from Allington, et al. Abraham writes about his imagined career:
The first thing I would have to do is avoid any and all
political controversy in my scholarship and public utterances,
even going so far as to excise any evidence of previous strong
commitments to unpalatable causes and charged statements
about relevant issues. I might even go so far as to renounce
these past allegiances as youthful errors.
That, in many respects, is just where DH can take us, if we aren’t careful.
However, as Allington, et al conclude:
In the academy and outside of it, the privileging of technical expertise above other forms of knowledge is a political
gesture, and one that has proved highly effective in neutralizing critique of established power relations. We offer our analysis of the Digital Humanities social movement as a way of
resisting that gesture and as an inducement to other scholars
to do the same.
My hat tips to them. We all should join in the resistance.
But we also need to start developing alternatives, both in our disciplines and
institutionally.
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"Automation, Automation, Automation"
05/31/16
In the 30+ years since I first looked into using digital technology in the classroom, my enthusiasm for it has waned. Today, I guess I have to classify myself as a
Luddite. When I re-read Thomas Pynchon’s “Is It O.K. To Be A Luddite?” first
published in the 10/24/84 issue of The New York Times, my answer to his question
is quite different from what it was in 1984, when I first read, with distress, these
words by that idol of mine:
THE word ”Luddite” continues to be applied with contempt to anyone with doubts about technology, especially the
nuclear kind. Luddites today are no longer faced with human
factory owners and vulnerable machines. As well-known President and unintentional Luddite D. D. Eisenhower prophesied
when he left office, there is now a permanent power establishment of admirals, generals and corporate CEO’s, up against
whom us average poor bastards are completely outclassed,
although Ike didn’t put it quite that way. We are all supposed
to keep tranquil and allow it to go on, even though, because
of the data revolution, it becomes every day less possible to
fool any of the people any of the time. If our world survives,
the next great challenge to watch out for will come – you
heard it here first – when the curves of research and development in artificial intelligence, molecular biology and robotics
all converge. Oboy. It will be amazing and unpredictable, and
even the biggest of brass, let us devoutly hope, are going to be
caught flat-footed. It is certainly something for all good Luddites to look forward to if, God willing, we should live so long.
Back then, Pynchon’s irony perplexed me. I loved the computers I’d been playing with over the past few years and, though I respected the problems that Pynchon
sees here (and Philip K. Dick saw everywhere), I thought that we “average poor
bastards” could handle it.
Today, I’m not so worried about the confluence Pynchon predicted and Dick
explored as I am about the manipulation of technology to give the few greater control over the many–not using it to replace people, particularly, but to push them aside
and take control of what they are doing.
For many today, especially among the rich, technology is better than the human–on the face of it. Especially when its control is centralized.
Be that as it may (and I’ll get back to it below):
Last week, I played Shel Silverstein’s “The Thinking Man” performed by Bob
Gibson and Bob (Hamilton) Camp for a colleague:
It includes these lines:
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Well now, the man who invented the computer
Was from a place called M.I.T.
He punched out cards and tapes by the yard
Humming “Nearer My God to Thee.”
The irony of that is two-fold, and it dovetails nicely with Pynchon’s point:
“Nearer My God to Thee,” aside from its obvious satiric use, resonates with disaster.
It is, in the popular imagination (at least), the song the band played as they went
down on the Titanic. Here it is in a Leadbelly song:
It was midnight on the sea,
Band playing “Nearer My God to Thee”:
Fare thee, Titanic, fare thee well.
Perhaps it’s getting close to midnight and the iceberg, in terms of technology,
nears.
Back to my point….
More than ever before, we’ve an elite which sees technology as its salvation.
“They” are going to impose it on the rest of us, whether we want it or not–and they
are already doing so–with the gall to claim it as a cost-saver (back to that Gibson
and Camp song–one sung, by the way, as the 1960s opened), one that will benefit
us all (they claim). But will control us all.
Writ large, technology has never saved humanity a dime, though it certainly
enhances the pocketbooks of the one-percent. For the rest? Not so much.
I was thinking about that this morning because of a “Memorandum” that arrived by email from Allan H. Dobrin, the Executive Vice Chancellor and Chief Operating Officer” of the City University of New York, where I teach. It is a Call for
Proposals for the Annual CUNY IT Conference this fall. As I have attended a number of times and have presented there at least twice, I read it.
And saw red.
The theme is “Instructional//Information Technology in CUNY: Good Moves
in Hard Times.” The first paragraph claims that “we have an opportunity to grow in
ways that place student needs at the center of our digital work.” The assumption
behind it all is that digital technology is an unqualified good, and that the only question is how to make it succeed. Suggestions for panel questions are three:
1.

How do we judge success of instructional technology, hybrid and fully online programs?
What are the best assessment metrics and methods?

2.

How can we enhance student experiences and
outcomes by sharing IT best practices across
departments, programs, campuses, and between faculty and administration?

3.

What are our opportunities to expand success
in times of fiscal austerity? What are cost-effective ways to improve teaching and student
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outcomes? What are the right ways for CUNY
to grow, given the current budget environment?
Now, I’m all for IT conferences, particularly this one. Bur it should not be
operating on assumptions that technology is always the answer. Unfortunately, in
such conferences, no one is even asked to ask: How do we keep the digital from
overwhelming the human? Or: Can we use technology effectively without it taking
center stage in the classroom? Or: Could it be that technological possibilities are
being used for profit not education? Or even: Are there ways of measuring student
achievement that do not rely on numbers?
I could go on.
Personally, what I want to do is find ways of using the technology my students
carry with them as an aid to their learning, not what I can provide for them. This
attitude, though, doesn’t square with the assumption of primacy of institutional technology that the three suggested questions for the conference hold–or that IT mavens
hold. Quite the contrary. I use the tools available in my “Smart” classroom extensively, but always in concert with the smartphones on my students’ desks. I want to
diffuse control of technology, not to centralize it.
I would love to propose a panel on ways to use digital technology in the classroom that bypass centralized IT. Somehow, I don’t think it would be well received.
However, if, in the future, we are not going to find ourselves embroiled in a
war against the machines (and their controllers), we need to start examining our
assumptions about technology, even exploring ways of moving it from top-down
control. Otherwise, the end is not going to be pretty.
I wish this conference had a space for discussing that.
Enough. I don’t want to advocate against technology, only against its centralization and centralized control. However, do let me end where Pynchon does, as a
warning of what could come if we don’t approach our technologies more carefully:
Meantime, as Americans, we can take comfort, however
minimal and cold, from Lord Byron’s mischievously improvised song, in which he, like other observers of the time, saw
clear identification between the first Luddites and our own
revolutionary origins. It begins:
As the Liberty lads o’er the sea
Bought their freedom, and cheaply, with
blood,
So we, boys, we
Will die fighting, or live free,
And down with all kings but King Ludd!
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Oh, the Humanities!
08/06/16
When I first heard the term “Digital Humanities” a decade ago, it seemed like
something brewed up for use by those who want to poison the humanities—still
does. It appeared to be nothing more than something developed by those with a little
knowledge of C. P. Snow’s The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution, with its
‘intellectuals as natural Luddites,’ who took away from it the idea that they could
take advantage of what seems, sometimes, the befuddled thought of those in the
humanities, making it more “scientific” and, in the meantime, securing their own
careers. Snow writes, “If we forget the scientific culture, then the rest of western
intellectuals have never tried, wanted, or been able to understand the industrial revolution, much less accept it. Intellectuals, in particular literary intellectuals, are natural Luddites” (23). There have been thousands of careerists in the humanities for
whom reading this was an ‘ah ha’ moment, a realization that careers could be made
through twisting the humanities into something conforming to the precepts of the
other culture, through belittling half of intellectual pursuit.
To me, DH is the spiritual child of “Theory,” the movement of the 1980s that
also tried to make the humanities seem “scientific.” In both instances, those pushing
the movement accepted the idea that science and technology are the waves and ways
of the future and that humanities are an anachronism—unless pulled into the scientific realm either by complexity or by numbers.
Now, don’t get me wrong: There’s nothing wrong with Theory or with DH as
tools for making us better students of the humanities. I love studying theories of
literature today and going back to John Crowe Ransom and before—and a great deal
of my own work is often collected under the DH banner. What I don’t see is promoting these as legitimate bases for careerist movements and competition with traditional humanities study. Both movements have contributed—and continue to contribute—to the debasement of the legitimate offerings of the humanities to both academia and the broader culture.
And that makes me furious.
On Facebook, Slate’s David Auerbach posted “A Note on the Betrayal of the
Humanities.” In it, he writes:
The betrayal of the humanities, which has wiped it out as
a substantive influential force in our culture, is as follows: as
the world grew smaller in the 20th century and foreign traditions became far more accessible, the humanities chose to
contract rather than expand its horizons. Rather than extend
and refine existing techniques in the service of new and foreign works across cultures, they chose instead to turn inward
and launch a lazy and arrogant critique of their own history.
So instead of enlightening readings of new work, they erected
a clumsy edifice of contrived theory and disposable and transient structures of rhetoric.
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Auerbach is writing to a point different from mine, but his depiction resonates
with my own thought—though I would add that the edifice he mentions is now buttressed by a slavish belief in the efficacy of numbers as the primary tool in the quest
for understanding.
Let me rehash what should be obvious: the humanities study people and not
things, the soul and not the body—all the aspects of being that cannot be enumerated. The tools of the sciences often prove useful in the humanities—we use them
daily. Those of the humanities, on the other hand, though not easily quantifiable
either in construction or output, are also quotidian and necessary devices for the
sciences. The subjects of the humanities cannot be dismissed as ultimately unknowable black boxes; they make possible the communication, among other things, that
undergirds even scientific inquiry. When we denigrate their study, we weaken all
study and sow seeds of confusion.

Let’s Move Away from the Digital Classroom
06/30/19
Never were online courses adequate substitutes for face-to-face teaching. Like
correspondence courses before them, they do fill a need and they can provide motivated students with a viable alternative. But they should never have been preferred
or seen as a blanket equivalent to direct interaction with a professor. That is more
true today than ever before, primarily because of the stunning success of the
smartphone
Because they are cheaper and because they reduce the power of the faculty,
online courses are still beloved by administrators and funders. They simplify educational structures and remove vexing questions of space utilization. They also reduce responsibility: When there is no direct oversight, the distant overseer can step
aside from blame when student fails.
Yet, when digital platforms for learning were digging their claws into educational structures–far too deeply–the milieu in which education operates was also
changing. Changing to the point where, paradoxically, the new smartphone milieu
is standing the assumptions of educators dedicated to the digital on their heads.
Soon after developing his teaching machine (maybe even before), B. F. Skinner realized he was not creating a replacement for instructors but a new tool for
them. He always appreciated the need for direct human interaction as a part of teaching. Education administrators who have bought into the various digital-platform
models, on the other hand, have long seen their avenues of digital instruction as a
way to reduce reliance on teachers by regularizing curricula through digital replication and turning the teachers into overseers, people there simply to solve problems
as students take more and more control of their education. The digital, these people
dreamed, could make most teachers redundant.
Though student control of their own education is a laudable goal, that’s not the
only goal of those pushing online education. Cost-cutting and streamlining are even
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more important ends. Producing a workforce augmentation implemented seamlessly
also is.
The growth of the student as a person and a citizen is not. Education, as we
have defined it in the United States (until recently), is not.
Thing is, the digital landscape our students inhabit has changed dramatically
since the old assumptions about digital utility in education were formulated. The
smartphone has become student interface with much of the world, including families
and, yes, classrooms. Anyone simply looking around today can see that the
smartphone should be changing all of assumptions about utility of digital tools–but
it hasn’t.
It will. It is starting to do so, but the process is a long one and the older digital
educators are going to resist it as strongly as they can. As a first step, we need to
stop thinking about digital realities in the ways that had become standard before
June 29, 2007, the day that Apple introduced the iPhone and (I am not overstating
this) changed the world. We must abandon platforms and digital environments like
Blackboard and Second Life in favor of more flexible app-based strategies that can
be adapted easily from course to course and semester to semester. We need to start
thinking of the relationship between the digital and education in ways that concentrate on what the students have in hand, not what sits on university servers or at the
center of the classroom. The smartphone world requires decentralization–even in
the classroom, where we have become used to digital tools under the control of the
professor.
It requires returning to a classroom environment that does not rely on digital
tools, centralized or otherwise, for class activities.
Students are already using their smartphones in the classroom, of course. All
of us who teach see this every day, even when students try to hide their phones.
What we need are strategies that can turn what students are already doing with their
smartphones to education.
We need something more, too. The smartphone has invaded an ever-broadening array of daily activities. Because of the success of the smartphone, we need to
start reducing the impact of the digital in teaching. Students no longer need to be
taught how to negotiate the digital. They are living it.
Before the introduction of the smartphone, digital education required learning
to command digital tools and how to operate in digital environments. Recognizing
this, educators allowed platforms like Second Life and especially Blackboard to become hefty elements of digital education. Today, though, these are unwieldy antiques attempting to adapt themselves to an age they were not designed for and that
doesn’t need them.
The personalization of education students need in the smartphone world won’t
occur through technology. Even though the smartphone itself has a personalizing
effect, it remains an interface and a barrier. This interface/barrier has become so
strong that it dominates nearly everything students now do. For the sake of these
students and their education, it needs to be partnered with a renewal of face-to-face
learning that leaves the digital aside–on the assumption that students have already
mastered it.
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Once we needed to augment the student/teacher relationship through technology, teaching students to negotiate a changing environment that included more and
greater digital tools each day. Now, with our students immersed in the digital, we
teachers need to be instructing them back to the human–the human sans interface.
As I write, behind me, in a room full of desktop computers (not to mention
their personal laptops, tablets and smartphones), my students are quietly talking and
working in groups of three or four. Technology is part of their activity, but it is not
the center; students of the smartphone generation need just this sort of environment.
They need to actually talk with each other–and with me. They need to be drawn into
interactions where the desire to sneak a peek at the phone is dampened by actual
discussion with the people across from them.
This skill, today, has to be learned. Just as, a decade or so, students had to learn
to negotiate the digital world.
If we let machines dominate our interactions, we become machines, and function only as cogs. If we learn that the new and exciting comes more easily and directly from one another, we will become more fully integrated and stable human
beings–and that needs to be the focus of education in a world dominated by the
digital.
The digital, today, offers less and less to educators, for students are already
full citizens of its environment. In face of this, we need to be helping our students
become, also, full citizens of the world.
We need to be helping our students move into a new world, not of the posthuman but of the post-technological. For that’s where they can settle most successfully.
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Outcomes, Assessment and Standards
There are as many ideas on how to teach writing as there are teachers of writing. There are grammar Nazis, there are style-sheet fanatics, there are people who
can’t let a line go without at least one red mark, there are wholistic graders who
pay no attention to the details, there are structure fanatics, there are word counters,
there are rubric checkers… and myriad more. One thing almost all of them have in
common, though, is a focus on the piece of paper with ink on it.
Too few remember that writing is an act of communication and grade based
on the success of the attempted interaction between writer and audience. Fortunately, there are some. I just wish there were more.
It often appears that we pay more attention to outcomes, assessment and standards than we do to the actual learning these can’t enfold. Sometimes it feels as
though the former trio are the goals, not the latter, that no learning takes place
unless it meets outcomes, is assessed and rises to standards.
What these really are, as teachers know, is a means of control, a means of
taking power from teachers and giving it to administrators. Teachers have always
set outcomes, assessed and kept societal standards in mind. That’s part of their job,
though secondary to the actual teaching. Taking it away from them and handing it
to administrators not only demeans them but reduces the effectiveness at the work
these are meant to support.
The quest for quantifiable assessment of college classes has continued unabated since I began full-time teaching in 2004. Though it has generated tons of paperwork and myriad meetings that have resulted in lots of formulae, education has
yet to be improved by it.
No, it’s worse. It has not even succeeded in its quest to standardize instruction.
This wrong-headed desire, arising from a fear that a graduate from one school
might know something different from someone graduating from another, is an impossibility given the variety of American educational institutions and structures. But
many, especially administrators, still see it as a laudable goal.

Education: The Circle Game
10/16/10
Writing more than fifty years ago, the historian and cultural critic Jacques Barzun commented upon the multiple-choice test:
Taking an objective test is simply pointing. It calls for
the least effort of mind above that of keeping awake: recognition. And it is recognition without a shock, for to a veteran of
twelve years old, the traditional four choices of each question
fall into a soothing rhythm. No tumult of surprise followed by
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a rallying generalship and concentration, as in facing an essay question; no fresh unfolding of the subject under unexpected demand, but the routine sorting out of the absurd from
the trivial, or the completing of dull sentences by word- or
thought-cliches. No other single practice explains as fully the
intellectual defects of our student up to and through graduate
school than their ingrained association of knowledge and
thought with the scratching down of check marks on dotted
lines.
The frustrating thing about reading Barzun's The House of Intellect today is
the constant illustration of just how little we have learned over the past half-century.
Equally frustrating, this may be due, in part, to the fact that we now mistake
success on tests for learning, again just what Barzun was railing against.
Or one of the things he was railing against. Just a page or so after the above,
he wrote:
In theory and practice alike,... and from top to bottom,
American education serves other ends than Intellect. This
state of fact... is... the logical result of what we think and feel
as a massive egalitarian democracy. The schools are made of
our flesh and bone, our thoughts and emotions, which means
that if we want to cut away any part and reshape others, we
must be willing to bleed and feel pain. No amount of reshuffling within the present curriculum and rebaptizing of 'objectives' in the catalogues will accomplish anything. More will
than we have ever used about 'education' is needed to make
the least of our hopes into a deed.
Barzun was right. Look at the Charter School movement. It doesn't argue for
a real change in how students are taught or how schools are conceived, simply in
how they are organized. Like public schools, they accept standardized testing as a
given, and shuffle things around, trying to find the configuration that will provide
the best results on those tests—never questioning whether or not those tests are
measuring anything at all to do with education.
Never questioning even the definition of 'education.'
We have come to see education as simply preparation for the next step in...
education. Will my child get into a good primary school from this pre-school? Will
the kid manage to be accepted by a good college? We never question what 'good' is
(that's been defined for us by US News and World Reports) or what the end of education might be—aside from assuring a high-paying job in a prestige field.
In the years since Barzun's book (one of many he wrote, by the way), our debate on education has actually devolved. Perhaps because we've all now been trained
to see education as doing well on tests, few of us actually study. Even fewer study
the past. Barzun, though still alive (he would die in 2012), is largely forgotten. Writers on education today, while they might throw in a passing reference to Horace
Mann or John Dewey, concentrate mainly on those also writing on issues of
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education today. Rarely are they even aware that most of what they are arguing has
been argued before—and generally much more ably. Their “new” is actually quite
old.
When I was in graduate school, one of the tricks another student told me of
was never to bother with articles more than ten years old. Earlier research, he said,
would be encompassed in the new. For a time, I tried that—but I got bored. When I
explored the things everyone else seemed to have forgotten, I started finding the
new and exciting. That was the start of my real education... and none of it could
have been encapsulated in multiple-choice testing—for what I was exploring were
things even the test writers had forgotten (if they had ever known them). I had
jumped off the carousel and was chasing real horses rather than just pretending to
ride.
If we are to improve our schools, and get off this perpetual merry-go-round of
suggesting the same tired 'solutions' over and over again, we are going to have to do
what Barzun says and really start examining ourselves and what we need (even what
we want) from education. And we are going to have to recognize that reforming our
schools will be much more difficult than simply making demands that testing goals
be met.
Until we do that, we're just going to keep going round and round.

Make Motivation First
12/16/10
There's only one thing wrong with testing—and that is that testing alone cannot
improve education.
It's that simple, really. And we've all heard it said. Yet it seems to be the one
thing that Shael Polakow-Suransky, who was soon to be Cathie Black's number two
in the New York City School system (though that never came to pass, fortunately),
doesn't understand. Yes, better testing improves the information available to educators and, yes, “'Until we start seeing assessments that ask kids to write research papers, ask them to solve unfamiliar problems, ask them to defend their ideas, ask
them to engage with both fiction and nonfiction texts; until those kinds of assessments are our state assessments, all we’re measuring are basic skills'” (“New
Schools No. 2 Wants More and Better Testing,” Fernanda Santos, The New York
Times, 12/13/10). But none of this will improve education by itself.
Not even if it is used as a tool to weed out “bad” teachers will testing improve
education. It's not bad teachers, after all, who are holding our students down—for
all the anti-union people would like to believe. Firing teachers doesn't raise test
scores (even assuming that test scores are an adequate rating of education).
At best, test scores can help identify a few of the problems with education.
They can't solve any of them.
The problems we face in education don't come from low test scores, and won't
go away even if scores go through the roof. The problems come from attitudes in
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our society towards education, problems created and/or exacerbated by politicians,
parents, and school administrators. Oh, and by our continued divisions of race and
class (but that's another story). The problems come from society's failure to motivate
its students.
We have turned education into a commodity, something that can be improved
by imposition of standards, as though education were a car that needs to meet certain
requirements to be allowed on the road. And we have turned the student into a consumer, into the person buying that car. Or, at least, into the person who will be driving it.
Oddly, our concentration on the car forgets the driver. The education (the product) needs to meet standards, but the student (as a person, not as a test-taker) does
not. It's as though we believed that, if the car is safe enough, we don't have to worry
about the driver.
Again, standardized assessment ends up focusing on the product, the car. It's
as though we're giving driving tests to thousands of people at once, then blame the
auto manufacturers for the resulting demolition derby.
Let me emphasize that: To improve education, we need to stop focusing on the
vehicle and to pay attention to the individual driver, to the student. To each student.
In particular, we must focus on those things that can motivate individual students to
succeed in school.
If students are not motivated to learn, they will not learn. You can provide the
best schools and the best teachers, and still the education will fail.
As a society, we seem to have decided that the only motivation is economic.
A good job at the end—isn't that motivation enough? Well, no. Education is much
more than job training; the motivation needs to be more, too.
*****
Talking about motivation leads one to talk too much in generalities, but motivation is different in each individual case. So, it becomes extremely difficult to identify factors leading to student motivation to learn. Impossible, in fact—unless we
look to the individual student, and not to the aggregate.
And how do we do that?
First, we stop focusing so on the product, the education itself, and expand our
vision to include the family and the neighborhood. The family is where motivation
begins, and where the individual is best understood—and the neighborhood provides an important first milieu, the place where attitudes are developed, confirmed,
and amplified.
Until we stop thinking that we can improve education through a focus on evaluation of schools and teachers, one that relies heavily on standardized tests, we will
never see American education get better—not even if, as Polakow-Suransky would
like, we improve our tests to the point where they evaluate something beyond basic
skills.
A motivated student will learn, no matter what the situation—look at Frederick
Douglass. Look at Malcolm X. An unmotivated student will always fail.
In terms of education, our job (as Americans) is to see that means of motivating
students are in place—and only then that our schools provide the best possible
means for education, making sure that future students won't have to educate
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themselves on their own, but can do so with the assistance of competent teachers
and adequate schools.
No amount of testing will accomplish this.

The Wrong Standards
12/27/10
The very idea of standards is backward looking—even when standards are
necessary. It cannot be otherwise: It's impossible to measure the future, and standards are based on measurement; that is, they can take advantage only of the things
that can be measured—things that are, not things that might be. Speculation cannot
be utilized, for it is inherently variable and, therefore, non-standard. The same is
true of personal judgment. Standards, with the false sense of stability they necessarily provide, present the image of a rigid, unchanging world, one of absolutes, of
truth, of certainty.
A world unlike the one we experience, or even the one that we find on the
Web.
And our attitudes towards standards, our acceptance of them, are inherently
conservative, too, especially when we talk of the raising of them as a goal for education. Not only do any standards we propose reflect an immediately out-of-date
perception of the world, but they reinforce it. Through the standardized testing at
the heart of our contemporary quest for standards, we create the idea that answers
exist as things, as veins of gold in territory student must explore. Answers become
part of the countable, part of the world, and part of the past.
In terms of education and the digital age, there's a problem with this. In the
future (even in the present), unlike on standardized tests—or on any multiple-choice
tests—there is no guarantee that a correct answer exists. There is no guiding intelligence setting up correct answers behind a Google search, merely an algorithm
blindly executed by the search program. That’s no answer, just aggregation and sorting.
Oddly, in the outward form of a search, there's a correspondence to the multiple-choice question. We may create the question, but we also choose the answer,
just as on the test. Unfortunately, as I said, the search engines, for all of their advertised claims, do not provide answers, only correspondences. Turning those into answers is up to the user. That very task, however, is missing from a multiple-choice
test, where the job is one of identification, and in specified and preset conditions
only.
The mindset created by the testing environment is antithetical, at the very least,
to competent usage of the World Wide Web; the attitude towards information we
are now developing in the minds of American children will only hamper them when
they turn to the internet as adults. Though search-engine results may look like a
menu of possible answers, the task simply being identification of the correct one,
the similarity is only skin deep.
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Though we may believe we are creating new and higher standards, all we are
doing through our reliance on standardized testing is making it more and more difficult for students to meet the standards they will encounter in the future.
Everyone knows all this.
Why, then, do we continue our fascination with quantifiable standards?

So, How DO You Measure Writing?
04/19/11
We've all sorts of standardized writing tests and all sorts of grading rubrics.
Also, classroom teachers grade their assignments in myriad ways, further complicating any survey of what it means to grade a piece of writing. Standardized-test
administrators put that aside: they know that there is little consistency of "standards"
in the classroom (in the college classroom, at least), little assurance that the grades
one teacher gives will be replicated anywhere else (too many teachers, not willing
to get with the program, still read and respond instead of evaluating by rubric). Test
administrators, after all, want every grader to come to the same evaluation result of
any one particular essay.
Unfortunately, the only way they've managed to do this is to "kill" the essay
the student has to write for the test, to leave it "formulated, sprawling on a pin," to
steal again that phrase from Eliot’s "Prufrock." They make it into a static "thing"
open for analysis and judgment. They then take out their measuring tools and see if
it meets predetermined "standards." They can trumpet their results: "We know what
good writing is!"
But do they? Of course not.
At its heart, good writing is effective communication. It is based on an understanding of the point one desires to get across and of the audience one is addressing.
The text itself is merely a vehicle, not the end in itself.
We've made "text" into writing's god, yes, but it needn't be so, and the rules
we've made for defining worship of this god are capricious and, in many cases, inconsistent. They have less to do with the effectiveness of what is written and more
to do with cultural norms.
Of course, there have always been voices crying for us to allow our writing to
"speak" (George Orwell's "Politics and the English Language" comes to mind), but
the impact of these has been negligible. We end up, in our schools, falling back
again and again on the five-paragraph theme (or some version thereof) as the base
for our evaluation of writing: "Write what you're going to write; write it; write what
you've written." "Thesis statements" and "topic sentences" hover around almost
every discussion of student papers. Word counts, sentence structure, convention....
Communication is almost forgotten. Teachers don't expect to learn from student papers, anyhow, and prefer to evaluate papers based on presentation of information gleaned from elsewhere—on "research." Thought, struggle with ideas and
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their presentation (their communication) has little to do with writing in most school
environments—even in those writing classrooms where "opinion" is used as a base.
*****
To measure writing effectively, we need to step back from writing-as-text, an
attitude towards written communication that is nothing more than one of the biproducts of what Walter Ong called the "literacy" culture. We need to see writing
within the context of communications acts, something B.F. Skinner was struggling
to convey in his unjustly derided Verbal Behavior. When we can do that, we can
start to evaluate writing in fashions useful to students, to education, and to the culture as a whole—if we are willing to return to one factor that we've been erasing,
and that is the teacher-as-audience.
The problem with relying on teachers and looking for effective communication
is that evaluation in such a manner cannot be standardized. Effective communication
leaves no residue of the communication, only of the act (the text, the recording,
whatever).
The only way for us to really measure writing is to return faith to the audience
of writing. In our educational system, that's the teacher. As we continue on our quest
of make everything measurable, we leave out teachers as audience, for they are individual, not standardized. That doesn’t work.
The best way to measure writing is to train our teachers to be effective listeners
and readers, training them through extensive reading and discussion—not of rules,
but of what people have written and whether or not the work engages each (or any)
individual reader.
The best way to measure writing is to trust teachers to read fully and respond
appropriately to what students are writing. The best way to measure writing is individually, not against some rubric of another.
This goes against the grain of our current mania for the lock-step, the assembly
line of education. But it is, in fact, what has made American education the powerhouse it was for well over a century.
Once, we trusted our teachers, and they did a good job for us. Today, we don't,
and they are unable to do a good job for us (one cannot measure writing simply by
examining text for formal features).
Until we once again trust our teachers, we will be unable to effectively evaluation student writing.
We best measure writing by listening to audiences. In schools, teachers are the
audience.
It's as simple as that.

Testing and the Wisdom of Crowds
07/21/11
The other day, I gave my Advanced Technical Writing students a quiz. One
question: "Name three things you should do before starting any research project."
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The answers weren't in their text. I had not told them what these things should
be in prior classes. In fact, the question had not come up—which is one reason I
asked it.
What I was doing was something of an experiment on the wisdom of crowds
and an attempt to make a point about authority and the weakness of the multiplechoice test when it is the sole means of evaluation.
Instead of grading the quizzes, I created a chart of their answers, grouping
them into eight headings (any one of which could legitimately be on any list of top
three tasks). The next day, I reported back to the class, listing to top three (and giving
all of the students credit for the quiz). The wisdom of the group of 20 students was
that one should:
1. Consider the question;
2. Consider what tools are available for researching the question; and
3. Create a plan for developing an answer to the question.
Simple? Yes. An appropriate list? Yes.
But would this be the list that I, as teacher, would have given?
No.
My list would have included something about considering audience—but it
would not necessarily have been a better list. In fact, the more I think on it, the list
the students came up with is better than mine would have been, for consideration of
audience could fall within consideration of the question.
Which is the point.
The students, working independently and without "authority," came up with a
list as good as (better than, actually) any I could have created, even if different. Their
group wisdom proved at least as great as (if not greater than) my individual wisdom,
for all my experience and preparation.
For the wisdom of crowds to work, there can't be a leader whose views influence the individuals. In this case, I had given no hint of what I might believe, only
that I wanted three elements to their answers. When people defer to one person's
authority, they do not act as individuals, therefore their aggregate answers aren't
really an aggregate at all, but simply the reflection of the one. In such cases, there is
no wisdom of the crowd. Of course, there are certainly cases where one does not
want to rely on the wisdom of crowds, for the crowd may itself be limited, but it is
certainly one way of producing knowledge and can work well as one aspect of education.
When we judge education simply by seeing if students can parrot back answers
that we have already decided are correct, we stick ourselves in a rut, believing in the
one true answer and ignoring the wide range of possibility that is out world. A multiple-choice test can be useful, yes, but it puts forward a view of knowledge that is
extremely limiting and confining to students attempting to really learn. A multiplechoice test is the opposite of the quiz I gave, for the students are asked to choose
between things presented rather than presenting things they have chosen.
Both student-generated knowledge and teacher-presented knowledge are
needed for education to be complete. But we have moved towards "testing" as the
single means of evaluating education and knowledge. However, as my students
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showed on that quiz (and in many other ways), real learning goes way beyond what
can be encapsulated on a test.
My students learned a great deal through that quiz... through the discussion
that ensued when I gave them back a graph and not individual test papers. They now
know a little better that there are different kinds of authority, and generally a number
of possible answers to even a simple question. They are learning to set up their own
research projects and even 'process documents' in ways that reflect the possibility of
multiple routes to any one solution... or solutions.
Learning is something that students do, not something that teachers give them.
Evaluation, then, needs to take into account actual student thought and action, not
simply their ability to memorize what teachers have spoon-fed them.
Until we reclaim that, no number of attempts to reform our schools will succeed.

Diane Ravitch: The Virtue of
Admitting Error
12/12/11
At the National Opportunity to Learn Summit on 12/09/11, education expert
Diane Ravitch (and not for the first time) did something that our politicians are
scared to death of doing: She admitted that she can be, and has been wrong:
I said that I was wrong. I was wrong on every count.
Testing should be used for diagnostic purposes, to help students and teachers, but it has turned into a blunt instrument
that is used to reward and punish teachers and schools. Charters should serve the neediest, but, with some notable exceptions, they have become aggressive and entrepreneurial. Instead of seeking out the neediest students, many of them exclude the neediest students and skim the best.
At this point, saying it once more only reinforces the obvious—for her personally and for the issues, generally. It has been years since Ravitch first stepped away
from her old beliefs, and the broad acceptance of the value of standardized testing
and charter schools has finally begun to deteriorate. But the battle, though the tide
may be turning, isn't over. The press needs to continue, and Ravitch, bless her, continues to press.
Just five years ago, anyone making this claim of hers would have been seen as
an extremist:
The entire current reform movement rests on a fanatical
belief in standardized testing. Yet testing experts warn us that
the tests should be used for diagnostic purposes, not to fire
teachers and close schools. The basic rule of testing is that a
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test should be used only for the purpose for which it was designed. A test of fifth grade reading tests whether students can
read at a fifth grade level; it is not a test of teacher quality.
Testing experts warn that tests are subject to statistical error,
measurement error, and human error. Sometimes the answer
is wrong. Sometimes the question is wrong. Sometimes a
thoughtful child will pick the wrong answer because it sounds
plausible.
Now, it's a standard drumbeat of the push-back against what Ravitch these
days admits is a mis-named "reform" movement, one more attuned to corporate
profit than to the improvement of education. She asks:
So why would we make testing the most important measure of education? Why would we take the technology that is
most discouraging to children in the bottom half and then insist that it matters more than anything else? Why would we
give more credibility to standardized tests than to teachers’
and parents’ judgments about children’s potential?
She continues, later, with some more questions, the very questions that have
led many of us to resist the "reform" movement, and to have done so for years:
Do we want to be a decent society or a decadent society?
Do we want to nurture, protect and inspire all of our children?
Do we want children who are leaders or followers? Do we
want to make sure that this generation of young people is prepared to sustain our democracy? Do we want citizens prepared to ask questions or just to answer questions posed by
authorities?
We must stop the trash talk about our public schools and dedicate ourselves to
making every one of them a school that is just right for all our children. Yes, it will
cost more, but ignorance and neglect are much more expensive.
Ravitch is right... today, and has been for some years now. That she was once
wrong and was able, in the light of new evidence, to change her mind, shows that
she is one of the few real intellectuals with prominence in today's public sphere in
America. Unlike the entertainers who pose as pundits on TV, who are wedded to
their positions simply because those positions define the personae they play, Ravitch
looks to learn and understand, not simply to argue.
That makes her an exemplar, too, for our students. She's not just an advocate
but shows what our children should strive to become.
If we ever win the battle over education, winning it for real reform and not for
greed, she will deserve all of our thanks.
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Just What Are We Assessing? (Sigh)
06/04/12
High-stakes reading comprehension exams, at least one that I know of from
personal experience, for high-school students give line references pointing to the
source for the correct answers to each question. It is possible to get a perfect score
without ever having read the passage—just having used the cues. What, then, is
being assessed? Certainly not ability to read a passage, digest the information, and
carry it forward in another context. At best, assessment of these test results is of
ability to succeed at a sort of treasure hunt where prizes have been seeded and
slightly oblique hints provided.
Is that useful?
Of course not. And it privileges those who have gone through some sort of test
prep. Those who have simply learned to read well, and who follow the instructions
to read the passage first are at a disadvantage, especially since the test is timed.
But who cares? Who is assessing the assessment?
Nobody.
We've gotten so far removed from any assessment of assessment that debacles
like New York State's 8th grade exam pineapple-and-hare question (a race between
a pineapple and a hare ends with the pineapple being eaten in this nonsensical story)
only come to light when students point out their idiocy. Testing giants like Pearson's
are developing questions simply as questions that follow a formula, not questions
that serve any real purpose of evaluating student progress in learning.
Garbage In, Garbage Out?
It certainly seems that way. The tests provide the garbage (the questions), the
students stir it around a bit, and numbers are produced from their activity—more
garbage.
On 06/02/12, Diane Ravitch posted a blog with the plaintive title "Why Do We
Treat the Tests As Scientific Instruments?" Good question, and one that she has been
asking for some time. As have I. As have many others.
The response?
A resounding silence.
Followed by even more claims that we have to have "data." Only then, they
say, can we effectively evaluate our schools, our teachers, and our students.
But what if that "data" is, in reality, garbage?
Ravitch writes:
Why do we (and state legislatures and the U.S. Department of Education and the media) treat these tests and the
scores they produce as accurate measures of what students
know and can do? The reader [who had asked a question
sparking the post], who clearly is a teacher, reminds us that
the tests can’t do what everyone assumes they can do. They
are subject to statistical error, measurement error, and random error. They are a yardstick that ranges from 30″ to 42″,
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sometimes more, sometimes less. Yet we treat them as infallible scientific instruments. They are not.
Not only are they not "infallible scientific instruments," but their value as creators of any useful information is doubtful, at best.
Writing tests have to focus on the page and not on communication, but it is
communication that is the heart and soul of writing. Why this focus? Because "communication" is almost impossible to assess numerically, while formulaic usages
complying with a standardized grading rubric can be (if we ignore the fact that there
is even a subjective element to assigning the numbers for parts of the rubric—something we ignore through what is called "norming," making sure every grader gives
a particular test approximately the same score). Students are assessed on a kind of
writing that meets established rules, but it is not a kind of writing that students will
engage in anywhere beyond writing classrooms preparing them for standardized
tests.
In some respects, what students are taught to do isn't even writing, but putting
together pieces of a jig-saw puzzle. Little of it has anything to do with effective
communication.
It's long past time that we start assessing the assessments, but are we going to
do it?
No.
There is too much invested in high-stakes testing (the entire, and hugely profitable "reform" movement in education is based on it) for anyone but the few on the
fringes to call out that this emperor has no clothes.

Assessing a Dynamic
06/10/12
Written communication is no static thing, no set of squiggles on a sheet of
paper or a computer screen. It's a dynamic involving at least two individuals (or, at
the very minimum, the idea of a second individual, even if that second one is simply
an extension of the self). Assessing written communication through the squiggles
alone, then, is a doomed exercise. It's about as useful as judging an automobile without ever starting the engine, let alone seeing it run.
Yet this is what many would like us to do. It is the bottom of a slippery slope
that began when it was realized that different readers come up with different evaluations of the same written work—and do so, even when both readers are teachers or
experts. The first step by those this alarmed was development of grading rubrics,
guidelines meant to make sure everyone "read" a paper in the same way. This forced
a new concentration on the squiggles, of course, and a move away from consideration of the dynamic. It also presupposed something of a Platonic form for the written
"essay" (whatever that is), an ideal that all essays can aim for. All of this is nonsense,
developed simply for ease of evaluation of assessment. That is, it was developed so
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that writing "success" could be boiled down to a number that could be judged against
another.
Todd Farley, whose book Making the Grade: My Misadventures in the Standardized Testing Industry details just how fraught with errors (to say the least) American educational assessment is, wrote recently “Lies, Damn Lies, and Statistics, or
What’s Really Up With Automated Essay Scoring” (06/08/12) about the newest
phase of the mania for machine grading of written work for The Huffington Post.
He shows just how limited a view of writing is being proposed for assessment:
Provocative thoughts in those essays? The automated
scoring programs failed to recognize them. Factual inaccuracies? The scoring engines didn't realize they were there. Witty
asides? Over the scoring engines' heads they flew. Clichés on
top of clichés? Unbothered by them the scoring systems were.
A catchy turn-of-phrase? Not caught. A joke about a nitwit?
Not laughed at. Irony or subtlety? Not seen. Emotion or repetition, depth or simplicity, sentiment or stupidity? Nope, the
automated essay scoring engines missed 'em all. Humanity?
Please.
And that's just the start of it. The machine has no way of knowing if the essay
is doing the job of communication that is its putative goal. It can only assess if the
squiggles conform to a particular set of patterns set for the page.
In Verbal Behavior, B. F. Skinner attempted to develop a system for considering speech (and, by extension, writing) as a dynamic instead of as a 'thing.' Even in
the 1950s, he was able to recognize that we were missing something when we evaluated language use simply through sets of formal rules. We've come a long way
since then—or so we like to believe. Why, then, do we constantly regress to a view
of language that, even fifty years ago, was recognized as insufficient?
We can only assess writing (and speech) acts through their impact and the resulting dialogues or actions. We cannot successfully assess them through examination of only a part of them. Through, in the case of writing, squiggles.

The Outcome of Assessment
07/22/15
Perhaps because we have come to assess businesses through the “bottom line,”
that is, through numbers, we have begun to feel that everything can and should be
quantifiable. We put grades on restaurants, as though a spot check can really tell us
how safe the food is to eat (it can’t). We put grades on doctors and on teachers,
believing we can place a numeric (the grades result from numbers) value on complex interactions affected by factors outside of the control of patients and doctors,
students and teachers.
171

We think we can tell “best” from “worst” through assessable “outcomes” that
might (and do) include such things as success rates in surgery or on standardized
tests.
Albert Schweitzer would certainly rank among the “worst” doctors in terms of
outcomes. Of course, he was working in what amounted to crisis situations… but
that wouldn’t matter to the numbers. Maria Montessori, if she were to be graded on
standardized outcomes on the part of her students, would never have dared create
her Method of “discovery learning.” It leaves too much in the hands of students.
It should be obvious that we don’t get the best teachers through the sort of
ranking resulting from our corporatist and assessment manias, but the most conformist and the most manipulating, those more interested in their own grade than in
the more generalized welfare of their patients or their students.
Sandeep Jauhar, writing in The New York Times “Giving Doctors Grades.”
07/22/15) about grading physicians, says this about what happened when a group of
surgeons was forced into an assessment paradigm of report cards:
[T]he report cards backfired. They often penalized surgeons, like the senior surgeon at my hospital, who were aggressive about treating very sick patients and thus incurred
higher mortality rates. When the statistics were publicized,
some talented surgeons with higher-than-expected mortality
statistics lost their operating privileges, while others, whose
risk aversion had earned them lower-than-predicted rates,
used the report cards to promote their services in advertisements.
In addition, he writes, “The best surgeons tend to operate at teaching hospitals,
where the patients are the most challenging, but you wouldn’t know it from mortality statistics.” By the same token, the best teachers often work in the most challenging situations, leaving the easy instruction of motivated students in well-funded institutions to the more mediocre. Their grades, however, are going to be worse than
those of teachers of students who entered their classrooms well prepared from home.
The best college teaching I’ve seen often happens in community colleges where the
emphasis is heavily on the classroom. The students may not be the best, and their
“outcomes” may not be as high, but the instruction they receive is often remarkable.
It’s wonderful to see people beginning to react against the mindless grading
that recently looked like it was going to come to dominate fields like medicine and
education–and even food service. I hope the trend continues.

This Is Just A Test…
08/14/15
At the US Department of Education website once was this statement (this was
during the Obama years, so a link to it won’t now work):
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[Former] U.S. Secretary of Education Rod Paige said,
"Anyone who opposes annual testing of children is an apologist for a broken system of education that dismisses certain
children and classes of children as unteachable." When we do
not know whether or not a child is learning, how will we ever
provide that child with a quality education?
The statement is peculiar on a number of grounds (for example, “broken system.” Our educational system consistently produced one of the most learned and
curious populations the world has ever seen, right through the end of the 20th century. The system had, and does have, problems, but it has never been “broken”), but
the presupposition that testing is the only way of assessing learning is the one I want
to focus on here.
The DOE webpage went on to discuss what it calls “MYTHS AND REALITIES ABOUT TESTING”:
TESTING MYTH
Testing suppresses teaching and learning.
THE REALITY
A teacher is effective when a student learns. It is impossible to determine teaching effectiveness without determining
learning results. A teacher can present a great lesson, but if
the students do not understand, then the lesson has no value.
Testing students on what they are taught has always been
a part of teaching. The process of testing students on what they
are learning over a course of instruction is universally understood and appreciated. Testing helps teachers understand
what their students need, helps students understand what they
need to learn, and helps parents understand how they might
help their children.
As I said above, one of the presuppositions here is that only testing can determine “learning results” (whatever that means). The odd thing about “the reality”
here is that it is actually an affirmation of “the myth.” That is, the belief that testing
“helps teachers understand what their students need” is based on the idea that a preset body of goals can encompass necessary learning—and such a belief, by itself,
suppresses experimentation in teaching and in learning.
TESTING MYTH
Testing narrows the curriculum by rewarding test-taking
skills.
THE REALITY
Surely a quality education reaches far beyond the confines of any specific test. But annual testing is important. It
establishes benchmarks of student knowledge. Tests keyed to
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rigorous state academic standards provide a measure of student knowledge and skills. If the academic standards are truly
rigorous, student learning will be as well.
The fact is that testing (when it is used as the sole basis for advancement and
for school assessment) narrows the curriculum. Period. It can only do so: No test
can possibly be comprehensive; all tests must be narrowing.
TESTING MYTH
Testing promotes "teaching to the test."
THE REALITY
Those who say testing gets in the way of learning frame
a false dichotomy. Testing is part of teaching and learning.
Gifted and inspiring teachers use tests to motivate students as
well as to assess to their learning. Effective teachers recognize
the value of testing and know how to employ testing in instruction.
Sure, testing is a part of teaching, but when learning is evaluated only by tests,
the tests become all of learning. In such a situation, a teacher has no choice but to
“teach to the test.”
TESTING MYTH
Testing does not measure what a student should know.
THE REALITY
In a strong accountability system, the curriculum is
driven by academic standards, and annual tests are tied to the
standards. With this in place, tests not only measure what a
student should know but also provide a good indication of
whether or not the student has indeed learned the material
covered by the curriculum.
It is fine to talk about “standards,” but what are they and who established them?
Generally, they have been established by administrators and influenced by legislatures as much as by teachers. It’s quite scary to legislate what “a student should
know,” for this can lead to biased standards. It is extremely difficult to determine
what the appropriate standards are for any specific situation. Trying to establish
generalized standards is impossible.
TESTING MYTH
Annual testing places too much emphasis on a single
exam.
THE REALITY
Most Americans see the importance of visiting a physician for an annual checkup. They also recognize the
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importance of maintaining a healthy lifestyle and monitoring
their health throughout the year. Annual testing provides important information on student achievement, so teachers and
parents may determine how best to improve student performance and diagnose problems that might be associated with
poor performance. If a single annual test were the only device
a teacher used to gauge student performance, it would indeed
be inadequate. Effective teachers assess their students in various ways during the school year. As they do this, they not only
monitor student achievement but also help to ensure that their
students will excel on annual tests.
It’s not the test itself that is the problem, but the importance placed on it. Making it analogous to an annual physical check-up shows a misunderstanding of both
activities. Ultimately, all a test shows is how well the taker did on that particular test
on that particular date. It should not be used to predict future activity (as has happened in the past, leading to the placing of able students who did poorly on a test in
remedial environments, for example).
TESTING MYTH
Testing discriminates against different styles of test takers.
THE REALITY
A well-designed evaluation system accommodates special needs. Evaluating the performance of all students is not
easy. Some students do have trouble taking tests. Some students score poorly for reasons outside the classroom. A good
evaluation system will reflect the diversity of student learning
and achievement.
A little bit of bait-and-switch? From testing we suddenly get to a “good evaluation system.” Yes, a good evaluation system might include testing, but it should
be based on much more, including the observations made by teachers.
TESTING MYTH
Testing provides little helpful information and accomplishes nothing.
THE REALITY
A good evaluation system provides invaluable information that can inform instruction and curriculum, help diagnose achievement problems and inform decision making in the
classroom, the school, the district and the home. Testing is
about providing useful information and it can change the way
schools operate.
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It is the last line that is the problem here, the claim that testing “can change the
ways schools operate.” Yes, they can make them more focused on tests. It is easy to
use numbers to make an argument—they look as though they defy argument. However, they should be only a small part of any decision-making process. “Useful information?” Perhaps the person who wrote that should find a copy of that old supplemental Economics text, Darrell Huff’s How to Lie with Statistics.
TESTING MYTH
Testing hurts the poor and people of color.
THE REALITY
The fact is that millions of young people—many from
low-income families, many people of color-are being left behind every day because of low expectations for their academic
achievement and a lack of adequate measures to determine
academic achievement. These are the students who stand to
benefit the most from annual testing. A strong accountability
system will make it impossible to ignore achievement gaps
where they exist. Moreover, where testing systems are now in
place, low-income and minority students are indeed excelling.
A recent study reports that there are more than 4,500 highpoverty and high-minority schools nationwide that scored in
the top one-third on the state tests.
Hmmm… speaking of lying with statistics: I wonder how many high-poverty
and high-minority schools there are? And I wonder what the criteria were for establishing which schools to include? Not that it matters: any test that is meant to cover
all students in such a large country has to be biased towards the middle—and the
middle, in this country, is neither poor nor of color.
TESTING MYTH
Testing will increase dropout rates and create physical
and emotional illness in children.
THE REALITY
The overwhelming majority of students who drop out of
school do so because they are frustrated. They cannot read or
write or learn. Testing helps with the early identification of
students who are having trouble learning so they may get the
services they need to succeed. Testing, in any form, does sometimes cause anxiety. Effective teachers understand this and
help students prepare for it. Testing is a part of life, and young
people need to be equipped to deal with it.
I wonder what basis there is for this statement on frustration? Was it Ron Paige,
whose “Houston miracle” of reduced drop-out rates was proved to be all smoke and
mirrors? I suspect that as many students drop out because they are bored… and that
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more drop out because of other situations completely. I’m not sure that testing increases drop-out rates, but I doubt it decreases them, either.

The Assessment Myth
08/17/15
One of the ways faculty are intimidated and coerced into accepting codified
curricula is through the specter of not living up to assessable “outcomes” (I use the
scare quotes because the word has become one of those cant words of educational
“reform”—another word in the category—that have become so popular in some
quarters recently, especially administrative ones). “Assessment” has become a major part of faculty activity—one that it is required by the accreditors, or so we’re
told, and we can’t do anything about it.
The question is: Why?
Another is: Why can’t we do anything about it?
In a piece posted on Chronicle.com last Friday, Erik Gilbert, associate dean of
the Graduate School at Arkansas State University and a professor of history, asks a
couple of others: “Does Assessment Make Colleges Better? Who Knows?”
(08/14/15).
Actually, I think we do know. Gilbert’s question is merely rhetorical. He
knows, we all do, that quantification, that rankings, are not necessarily the best tools
for establishing what someone knows. Tests are useful, of course they are. So are
quantifiable goals. But they make a poor basis for determining if something as ethereal as a college education is adding to student lives. At best, they move education
into the mechanical. At worst, they make gaming the system—the assessments, the
outcomes—necessary and learning no more than a side benefit.
There might be an argument for assessment if it had any kind of provable track
record—if the assessment had been assessed and found valuable. Gilbert looked into
this:
Has anyone looked into whether assessing studentlearning outcomes over many years has made American colleges, or students, better in some way? Has anyone tried to
compare institutions with different approaches to assessment?
I am a historian so I am not familiar with the education research, but as best I can tell from a literature search and from
asking people in the field the answer is “no.”
Apparently, our evaluators from the accrediting agencies just feel that assessment improves education. Ah, the irony!
Faculty members have been grumbling about assessment for years, but rarely
have we stood up and challenged it. We accept grading rubrics, among other things,
that we know are flawed or that don’t encompass the fullness of what we are trying
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to do. We know, in our hearts, that assessment and even defined, quantifiable “outcomes” are close to meaningless:
People who work in assessment complain that faculty
treat it as merely a compliance issue; that we just tick the
boxes and don’t use the data to improve student learning. No
doubt this it true. Advocates may be able to point to modest
improvements in student learning in specific programs or
courses with evidence generated by assessment instruments,
but this is worryingly similar to surgeons patting themselves
on the back for taking out tumors without checking to see if
their interventions are affecting mortality rates.
We’ve known, intuitively, that assessment does little for anyone except those
who like to show spreadsheets in executive meeting rooms. We know what it takes
to create an effective learning environment—and that’s enthusiasm (at least for the
start). Examination of student progress in light of learning outcomes can certainly
help a little bit, as Gilbert points out, but it’s certainly not enough to change the real
outcome, the “mortality rate” (its opposite, actually) of education.
Gilbert frames his argument in terms of the real assessment of colleges, one
that starts when high-school students and their parents begin examining campuses.
Nobody, he points out, looks at institutional assessment programs. I don’t think even
graduate programs do; when evaluating candidates for admission, rarely do they
examine the “outcomes’ stipulated at undergraduate schools, just the array of
courses and the grades. One of the things in my favor when I applied to the University of Iowa was (I was later told) that no one from Beloit (my undergraduate school)
had, in anyone’s memory, failed to complete their graduate studies in English at
Iowa. Experience counted; no one, I am sure, looked into the details of Beloit’s
classes. And I suspect that’s still the case. A school’s reputation is based on what its
students do once they leave, on what its faculty do on campus, and on the facilities
and programs available to augment the learning process. Not on assessment.
Gilbert ends his essay with this: “It’s time for us to demand that the accreditors
who are driving assessment provide evidence that it offers benefits commensurate
with the expense that goes into it. We should no longer accept on faith or intuition
that learning-outcomes assessment has positive and consequential effects on our institutions—or students.” I absolutely agree.
But nothing is going to change. Assessment is now too big a business to fail.

Beyond Standards
12/27/15
As I often recount, my father used to ask a student to draw a line a meter long
on the blackboard, take a look and tell the student the length was not right. “Practice,” he would say, “until you get it right.”
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That truncated last part of my father’s lesson seems to be the model for contemporary American educational policy. Set a goal and tell someone to reach it. The
problem is that education “leaders” in the United States too often tend to forget that
we need to be more concerned about how to reach it than with the goal itself. Worse:
Some of the goals they set are so vague as to be meaningless—a meter, at least, can
be known. “College and career readiness,” on the other hand… well, what does that
mean?
According to The New York Times, (“As Graduation Rates Rise, Experts Fear
Diplomas Come Up Short,” Motoko Rich, 12/26/15) business leaders say “students
need to be able to collaborate and communicate effectively, skills they say high
schools do not always teach.” The same is true for entering college students. Career
and educational needs change more quickly than can standards for graduation—and
skills in collaborating and communicating do not lend themselves to quantifiable
evaluation of the sort that is increasingly becoming the norm. “College and career
readiness” is a moving target at best. Most often, it’s just an empty phrase for bureaucratic paper shuffling.
What we’ve forgotten, too often, is that education is process not outcomes—
just as are careers and lives. As John Maynard Keynes pointed out, “in the long run
we’re all dead.” So, it’s the run we should focus on, not the result—even in education. Unfortunately, we don’t. We seem to want us all (as I say over and over) “formulated, sprawling on a pin,” as T.S. Eliot writes, instead of alive.
The obvious problem of live and evolving students and changes in the environments of their lives drives our education administrators to distraction, for it gives
them nothing absolute and static to work toward, a problem especially worrisome
in a milieu of worship of quantification. “Standards” becomes the cry, but standards
are by definition backward-looking. They are created by considering what was, not
what will be or what is becoming. Command of Morse code, shorthand and WordPerfect were, at times, considered standards for career readiness. College readiness,
today, often involves introducing students to electronic library tools—something
that was a real need a decade ago when such tools were not already part of the
lives—while consideration of how students learn to make use of the physical
stacks—much more needed today—goes wanting.
Measurement: It’s the bane of contemporary education. Sure, some things can
be measured—and certainly ought to be. But learning is not, itself, a result. Steps
along the way can be evaluated and benchmarks can be established—but these are
of limited utility for we can never be sure that what is being measured is what will
be needed tomorrow. What we need to be promoting in school is an enthusiasm for
exploration and learning and a mastery of the tools of process, primarily observing,
reading and thinking. And that, my dear administrators, can’t be measured.
All you really should be doing is hiring and supporting people with enthusiasm
for observing, reading and thinking—and for imparting that enthusiasm to others—
and watch. If they are doing a good job, you will see that in the results. Not from
tests, but from student’s lives, from what they do after school. You’ll have to be
patient. You’ll have to trust your teachers.
And you’ll have to accept that there’s no formula for instilling the requisite
love of learning in every student. All teachers can teach some of the students some
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of the time. Some teachers can teach all of the students some of the time. But none
of the teachers can teach all of the students all of the time. All an administrator can
do is try to help teachers improve their skills and facilitate the matching of teaching
and learning styles.
The arguments about “standards” in schools are false ones; no one denies that
standards are useful. All teachers use standards as means of evaluating and adjusting
particular teaching tactics. But meeting standards has little to do with actual learning. Sometimes, a student might draw a line on my father’s chalkboard exactly a
meter long—without knowing a meter from their foot. Does that mean they have
met a standard and can move on?
What a teacher does is react to each situation individually. After the student
drew that initial line and then looked at my father in confusion as Dad told her or
him to practice, my father would next say, “But let me help you.” He would look at
the line. “Good, but it needs to be a little longer.” Or shorter. He would keep the
student trying through encouragement until the right result was reached. Then (were
this not simply a demonstration) he might ask the student to do it again. First with
the “correct” meter length as a model and then, perhaps, without.
The student will have learned a number of things, including the measurable,
the means of learning and the method of teaching. All good education needs to include all three. Testing—like standards—only relates to the first, and knowing how
long a meter is will never be enough, not in a world constantly changing. One needs
to know how to learn, too—and how to teach. One has to be ready for the measurements of tomorrow.

Assessing the ‘Outcomes’
07/30/17
Christine Emba, editor of In Theory, wrote an opinion piece for The Washington Post on July 28, 2017, “Senate GOP gets caught in a familiar trap,” calling the
current mania for ‘outcomes’ that “familiar trap.” She was focusing on politics, particularly on the failure of health care ‘repeal and replace’ but her thoughts apply to
education as well. They apply, in fact, to everything in this country that now hinges
on assessment of pre-determined results on pre-determined grounds—and that
sometimes seems to be just about everything.
We just can’t seem to just let things happen and then adjust. We have to define,
and then force whatever it is we are doing to fit the definition. We think we know
so much that we can determine ‘outcomes’ even for processes that we only vaguely
understand. The workings of the amorphous and various American health-care system come to mind, as does education.
Emba quotes North Carolina Senator Thom Tillis, “There’s a consensus that
we need to produce some outcomes.” Something, anything: just give a list. Assessment and accountability require it. Assessment and accountability: “O brave new
world/That has such people in’t!”
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From Shakespeare to Huxley, we’ve been rolling our eyes and getting angry
at the naïve and/or avaricious people foolishly and dangerously seeking change
and/or control (‘outcomes,’ as we use the phrase, somewhat paradoxically encompasses both). As Emba says (the elisions represent her specific references to politics;
read the article for the full impact of her argument):
The mind-set driving these desperate grabs for productivity was clear…. In a congratulatory speech the day after the
election, House Speaker Paul D. Ryan (R-Wis.) declared that
the new term presented an opportunity “to go big, to go bold
and to get things done for the people of this country.”
But there are perils to just “getting things done.”
In the rush to put something — anything! — up on the
scoreboard, one risks rushing past much more worthwhile, if
time-consuming, opportunities….
And then there’s the long-term pitfall to the pursuit of
constant surface achievement: It becomes a self-compounding
problem…. Find something else to fill the gap, no matter how
ill-advised this new option happens to be.
That sounds quite a bit like what our college and university administrations are
doing—certainly what the City University of New York did in its rush to institute
its CUNY Pathways initiative four years ago: Just do it. Get something done. It’s
not the game that counts, but the ‘outcome.’
Our students are now suffering the consequences and the system is scrambling
to revise.
Unfortunately, CUNY didn’t have Arizona’s John McCain to make an effective thumbs-down gesture, just a faculty rendered impotent (like the Democrats) by
an administration looking for a win at any cost. Now, the students’ education suffers
from the administrative ‘win,’ just as the millions helped by Obamacare would, had
not three Republican senators (including McCain) had the willingness and power to
stand up for them.
As Emba says, “this isn’t a recommendation that… [colleges and universities]
give up on work resign themselves to failure and slink off.” But there is often reason
for waiting a time instead of acting to change something. Action is no more frequently a “win” than is change. Sometimes improvement comes through refusing to
rush. Both Obamacare and American higher education can stand improvement, but
that only can happen if we first see what is working and why. And take our time in
the examining.
Education happens not because of imposed ‘outcomes,’ assessment or even
accountability. Education comes when students want to learn and are provided the
resources needed for learning. Educators spend their time most effectively in leading
students to that desire and in providing gateways to personal development. Imposed
outcomes, especially in face of almost universal opposition (the CUNY faculty were
as against Pathways as the American population is against ‘repeal and replace’ of
Obamacare), never improves anything, for all of the hoopla by administrators and
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politicians. All they do is provide a new way of counting—which often is nothing
more than a new way of counting out.
Those who don’t reach the (really very arbitrary) threshold certainly are
pushed out—but what does that mean?
Are we to close schools or deny students education by other means because
the institutions (or students) don’t meet certain expectations? Are we to deny affordable medical care simply because the system for providing it isn’t perfect?
Is there a pathway included, in either case, toward reaching the minimum
threshold established? Neither our Republican government nor our non-educator
college and university administrators work with that sort of process dynamic, with
the idea of slow and steady improvement; they seem to believe that they can fix
problems by fiat instead of by process. Proof? In both the House and Senate, leadership presented legislation to members rather than involving members in designing
it—just as CUNY did, regarding faculty, with Pathways. Unfortunately, as I said
above, in the latter case, the faculty had no effective power, certainly nothing like
the US Senate does.
The real problem with ‘repeal and replace’ of Obamacare was that ‘replace’
was as meaningless as ‘outcomes’ is (as dropped into undergraduate syllabi, certainly). Unless one goes into the nuts-and-bolts of the programs while also assessing
real and possible goals (‘outcomes’ aren’t ‘goals,’ by the way), one is simply generating hot air—and for what purpose? For the win? For change? Are these what we
really want to be aiming for?
In the meantime, educators and medical professionals try to do the best they
can, succeeding more than many are led to believe—even in the face of administrators and politicians who believe that by demanding something they can make it real.

Fighting Outcomes
08/07/17
Underlying the mania for “assessment” and “accountability” in higher education is an elitist sensibility that, having gone unexamined for too long, has by now
undermined real efforts at providing useful education for everyone, no matter at
what college or at what level. Not only is it creating a two-tiered model of education,
but it is changing how most students learn. It is warping how faculty at many institutions are hired, tenured and promoted—and is promoting the shift to a primarily
contingent and adjunct faculty at all but the most elite institutions.
It is time we start recognizing that current assessment/accountability methods
are seriously flawed as tools for improving higher education and start vigorously
resisting this nonsense, pushing back against what is, at its core, a growing system
of division and control that does little but assure that those at the top stay there.
In Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work, Matthew Crawford (of the Institute for Advanced Studies in Culture at the University of Virginia)
writes that those “who work in an office often feel that, despite the proliferation of
182

contrived metrics they must meet, their job lacks objective standards… and that as
a result there is something arbitrary in the dispensing of credit and blame.” There is
a great deal of truth in this, and it is this insecurity, paradoxically, that has been
seized upon by the rulers of higher education as the rationale for reworking education, as provided to most students, into training, into preparation for lower-level jobs
with no pathway to the top.
That is unfortunate.
There’s a reason why what Crawford describes as “office” jobs have long
lacked, as he writes, “objective standards of the sort provided by, for example, a
carpenter’s level.” Of course, the word “office,” as Crawford uses it, is itself problematic and dangerous to use without careful definition: in this context, it excludes
the clerical workers, the data-entry clerks and the rest of the support staff. Crawford
goes on to argue that even managers “inhabit a bewildering psychic landscape, and
are made anxious by the vague imperatives they must answer to.” This is the same
place that writers inhabit when they face the blank page or screen with just such
dread. But anxiety/dread is not something that can be answered with quantification—or by shifting quantifiable goals onto that lower-level staff.
Crawford’s office workers, though they may yearn for objective standards, do
not need them. They should have reached the point where they are directed from
within. That’s hard and painful and makes one prone to error, but it is where real
creativity and innovation begin.
If people are never trained to face that blank page—with no template to follow—they are likely to be confined forever in the lower reaches of a society that
now defines itself as two, the masses and the meretricious (though they see themselves as a part of a meritocracy) one-percenters. If students spend their entire education trying to reach pre-determined and universal outcomes, they are never going
to be more than cogs in the factory of society; never will they become its manipulators or among the few able to step outside.
Like Crawford’s, my own intellectual life is tempered by “the building and
fixing” that is “embedded in a community of using.” I started learning to set lead
type in a composing stick at age eleven and studied the printing trade until I was
seventeen. Later, I worked in garages and, in Peace Corps, prided myself on care
and maintenance of the two-stroke motorcycles that we used for getting around.
When I started my store and café, I served as my own contractor, laying floors and
putting up walls along with everything else I could do that did not require special
licensing. Though these experiences certainly inform my current life as a scholar,
they are not the same; what I do now cannot be judged by similar metrics.
And should not be.
And that’s the problem. What we are creating now are metrics for exactly those
areas where they should be taken away, where judgment and the willingness to experiment—not to mention willingness to make mistakes—are what we should be
developing.
Thanks to professor Steve Krause’s post on Facebook, I recently read an article
by Brad Stulberg, “Why Do Rich People Love Endurance Sports?” (08/03/17 for
Outside). This was not a question I had ever considered. Stulberg’s answer (in part),
that “Endurance sports provide a necessary outlet, offering concrete measures of a
183

job well done,” seems a no-brainer. The article, however, led me to Matthew Crawford’s book Shop Class as Soulcraft: An Inquiry into the Value of Work which, of
course, references Robert Pirsig’s Zen and the Art of Motorcycle Maintenance,
something of a Bible to us in Peace Corps in those halcyon days of motorcycles (no
longer are they issued; too many died on them).
Crawford’s topic isn’t assessment, but he and Stulberg certainly make me think
about it. It makes me think about, particularly, assessment through quantification.
It makes me think about the value, if there is any, of reducing judgment to a
numerical evaluation of quantifiable outcomes. About the quite normal and useful
desire, that both Crawford and Stulberg consider, to compete along quantifiable
lines, to win and to better oneself within frameworks established for just that purpose.
The argument that there is a great deal to be gained through projects with quantifiable goals is strong. The satisfaction that endurance athletes find in even small
improvement is real and useful, as is the stack of hot-off-the-press chapbooks, the
newly smooth roar of a tuned Yamaha DT100, and the shiny floors and walls of a
completed renovation.
On the other hand, education for citizens and innovators, though it needs to
include this, cannot be encompassed by it—or by metrics of any sort.
Why? Because measurement is necessarily restrictive and the best education
needs to move beyond restriction, to include things like the creation of measures,
not simply their utilization.
When we limit education to the measurable, we establish a divide between
those being measured and those who make and use the measurement tools. In our
colleges and universities, those involved in assessment are becoming the most powerful administrators (and faculty, for that matter). The elite judges, for that is what
they are becoming, are flexing their muscles. Yet they are not bound by measurements of the sort they impose on others.
Education for the elite, be it in top undergraduate programs or in graduate
school, is not going to be restricted by the rulings of these judges, for there the students are being “raised” to be judges themselves. There, the rules will be personal,
as they have always been, sometimes arbitrary and often wrong, but the emphasis
will be on who the judges are—and on their independence. It is through their independence that these judges (the teachers, in such cases) provide role models. They
have faith in themselves, not in a set of rules laid out for them, and this is their value.
And this, of course, is the old model of the tenured faculty exhibiting the right
of academic freedom. It is not the newer model of instructors as replaceable cogs
within a framework of reproducibility. It does not work with the factory model of
education as a means of providing the skills for entry-level jobs and nothing more.
It is the model for education for an engaged citizenry of the sort imagined by John
Dewey and not the framing of choices for the masses by the elite, as advocated by
Walter Lippmann.
The goal of higher education needs to be one of moving students beyond the
training wheels of ‘outcomes.’ Unfortunately, that’s not going to happen until we
learn, once more, to trust faculty, to empower faculty, and to make faculty positions
secure.
184

All faculty.
That will not happen while we continue to develop more and more precise
means of making their actions uniform and instantly replaceable. This will not happen until we rise up and refuse the dictates of the assessment offices that are moving
to rule our institutions.

A Modest, Non-Satiric Proposal
07/09/19
There’s another way: We don’t need to be conforming to artificial numerical
scales (based on testing, grades or whatever) or to universal “outcomes” for teaching
in order to improve or pedagogy and remain vigorous. All we teachers need to do is
turn to each other.
We were hired based on a demonstrated level of competence; we can build
from that, all by ourselves. We can do even better than we can when we struggle to
conform to standards written far from the classroom to meet the needs, among others, of accrediting bodies.
For fifty years, teachers have been ceding power to education ‘specialists’ and
to administrators and outside bodies (accreditors and governmental entities)—not to
mention donors and politicians themselves. Actual classroom experience counts for
less and less, and many today dream of eliminating it altogether in favor of a ‘digital
learning environment.’
The non-teachers have been telling teachers how to teach for so long that the
teachers have stopped believing in themselves—and have even begun to blame
themselves when the outlandish practices (Common Core, anyone?) created for the
classroom–but not within it–crash and burn.
Today, ‘professional development’ has become the realm of specialists
brought in to instruct the classroom teachers in whatever the fad of the moment
might be. Even so, the fact remains that real professional development, now so rare,
happens only when teachers get together without outside supervision or guidance in
order to learn from each other. Through it, teachers can create better understandings
of their common student populations and can built unified, flexible programs that
focus on the students and not the syllabi or imposed expectations.
Since at least the time of Rudolf Flesch’s 1955 Why Johnny Can’t Read—And
What You Can Do About It, teachers, as a group, have been less and less respected
in American society—to the point where many have developed what amounts to an
inferiority complex about their profession and their ability to reach their goals. This
is as much true of college professors (especially adjuncts) as it is of K-12 teachers.
The anger and sullenness pervading our profession today are a direct result, as is the
pulling away from each other that can be felt in the resentful air of what we call
‘faculty meetings.’
It’s up to us to get over this and start coming together to rebuild American
education. In the colleges and universities where most of use who read the Academe
185

blog teach, we could start this among full-times who have a professional obligation
to participate in professional development as part of their regular duties. Adjuncts
need to be brought in, of course, but this requires money—and few of us, any longer,
have any control over campus purse strings—so we do have to turn to administrators
to provide the financial support making professional development that includes adjuncts possible.
As adjuncts do a huge part of university teaching these days, we shouldn’t start
new professional-development projects without them, so money for them has to be
conjured up from somewhere. That can be done, usually, for a pilot project but finding a permanent funding stream can be difficult. It is going to take real demand from
departments, college councils and faculty senates for administrations to relent and
fund something they will have no control over, but lack of university oversight is
critical to such projects, for part of the purpose is for teachers to regain faith in
themselves and their fellows.
Cynics call people like me naïve and unrealistic. Others react to a suggestion
like this with an ‘it’s already been tried’ wave of dismissal. But it really is an example of shared governance at its best, rising from the group (even if at the suggestion
of an outsider) and coordinated by a convener, not a leader. The rules and goals
should be set by each group and may change as situations change.
One point of this, again, is the regaining of respect for each other as well as
ourselves. Most of us do listen to our students. That’s part of effective teaching. But
to each other? We could all do a lot more of that.
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Paulo Freire and B. F. Skinner
Paulo Freire and B. F. Skinner have been two great influences on my life and,
over the past twenty years, on my work. These are both misunderstood and misapplied thinkers whose popular images are often quite at odds with the realities of
their personalities and their work.

Paulo Freire and B. F. Skinner: A Slight Introduction
11/29/11
Paulo Freire’s ideas on education, especially his “banking model” from Pedagogy of the Oppressed, have long been misused. Freire wrote about systemic oppression within the structures of education; pieces of his work cannot, given the
nature of his argument, be applied as Band-Aids. The “banking model,” a case in
point, is described to clarify the problems of the system, not as a means for changing
a few things for the better by pointing out small wrongs within a structure that is,
itself, the real problem.
Look at the “banking model.” As Freire describes it:
Instead of communicating, the teacher issues communiqués and makes deposits which the students patiently receive,
memorize, and repeat. This is the “banking” concept of education, in which the scope of action allowed to the students
extends only as far as receiving, filing, and storing the deposits. (Freire 58)
This is a simplistic view of what goes on in many classrooms—simplistic for
a reason. Freire contrasts it to what he sees as real education:
Knowledge emerges only through invention and re-invention, through the restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful
inquiry men pursue in the world, with the world, and with each
other. (Freire 58)
What he doesn’t explore, and never intended to in this particular discussion, is
where this “restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry” comes from. That’s not
his purpose. Ultimately, he is not writing about the student here, or about how individuals learn, but about the educational systems that oppress them. He was a real
revolutionary… but his book is generally used, in the United States, only by reformers.
And that causes problems.
As an introduction to his discussion of the shortcomings of the “banking
model,” Freire depicts traditional education as one-way, going from teacher to student:
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A careful analysis of the teacher-student relationship at
any level, inside or outside the school, reveals its fundamentally narrative character. This relationship involves a narrating Subject (the teacher) and patient, listening objects (the
students). The contents, whether values or empirical dimensions of reality, tend in the process of being narrated to become lifeless and petrified. Education is suffering from narration sickness. (Freire 57)
This is much the way that, until recently, most of us have seen media, with the
audience as passive and receptive (at best—or so advertisers hope), not as grappling,
testing, or deciding. In neither case is the picture complete: students don’t just listen,
no more than audiences simply absorb. Both constantly make decisions; both are
much more active than once they were seen. This creates another problem with reliance on the “banking model” as what teachers should not do. It sets a false contrast
between “passive” audience and “active” participants. It denies a place for the ‘sage
on the stage,’ setting preference for ‘the guide by the side’ when, in fact, good education should provide both.
In fact, ‘the guide by the side’ alone is as ineffective as the ‘sage on the stage’
and the “banking model.” It does not take into account needs of motivation, assuming that the students already desire to learn, desire to take guidance. This, emphatically, is not always the case. In addition, in an attempt to empower students, it entitles them—but only in a limited arena. In effect, because the change is local rather
than systemic, it lies to students, making them believe they have greater rights than,
in fact, they possess—and greater ability to make decisions than is actually allowed
them. And this, of course, sets up conflict between them and the teachers, who are,
after all, creatures of the system more than they are advocates for the students.
*****
Recently, I have been re-reading B. F. Skinner’s The Technology of Teaching,
a book contemporary to Freire’s. Skinner describes three metaphors he sees as often
used for education: growth or development, acquisition, and construction. His “acquisition” sounds a little (though not completely) like the “banking model”:
The teacher plays the active role of transmitter. He
shares his experiences. He gives and the student takes. The
energetic student grasps the structure of facts or ideas. (Skinner 2)
Much more concerned with the act of education instead of the system of education (where Freire’s concentration lies), Skinner sees that an “energetic student”
can gain even through this model, that it can serve Freire’s “restless, impatient, continuing, hopeful” students—though it is not the complete picture of a “good” education. It is only one way of imagining what education, good and bad, is.
That’s not to say that Skinner is not concerned with systems as well, but his
concentration certainly is with method:
The most widely publicized efforts to improve education
show an extraordinary neglect of method. Learning and
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teaching are not analyzed and almost no effort is made to improve teaching as such. The aid which education is to receive
usually means money, and the proposals for spending it follow
a few familiar lines. We should build more and better schools.
We should recruit more and better teachers. We should search
for better students and make sure that all competent students
can go to school or college. We should multiply teacher-student contacts with films and television. We should design new
curricula. All this can be done without looking at teaching itself. We need not ask how those better teachers are to teach
those better students in those better schools, what kinds of
contact are to be multiplied through mass media, or how new
curricula are to be made effective. (Skinner 93)
Freire might explore why it is we continue a system that doesn’t work; Skinner,
in this view, is more concerned with making it work.
Of course, this is a simplistic take on either.
Though I do not know if Skinner and Freire ever had any contact with each
other, it is possible that Fred Keller, whose Personalized System of Instruction owes
a great deal to Skinner, knew Freire (or knew of him) when he worked in Brazil in
the early 1960s. It would be interesting to discover whether or not there was a connection, for the two books, Pedagogy of the Oppressed and The Technology of
Teaching, paired together, offer a foundation for building a renewed educational
structure. They differ in more ways than I have indicated here, and each covers much
more than I can talk about in a single blog post, but together they can focus our
attention on the real needs and possibilities of education, moving us away from further rounds of half-hearted and half-baked reforms.
To that end, I will be writing more on the symbiosis possible through the two
books over the coming weeks and months. Freire’s work has been misunderstood
and misused, Skinner’s merely forgotten. Together, they are more a whole than
simply the sum of their parts—and both need to be brought to new light in a milieu
desperate for more than Band-Aids.

Skinner and Freire, Continued
12/01/11
It always amazes me how our new discussions are almost always repeats of
older ones. Even this, of course, is an old topic—I’ve even heard people argue that
almost any topic we might contest today can be found in Plato. Me, I generally don’t
go back that far in my search for prior argument: the fifties and sixties, I usually
find, will do.
Right now, I am exploring two books that seem to work well side-by-side,
helping me sharpen my muddled thinking on education: B. F. Skinner’s The
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Technology of Teaching and Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. The former,
as I wrote in a post a few days ago, concentrates on method while the latter deals
with the systems of education. They both, however, recognize the problems of education in the 1960s—the problems, it turns out, of today as well. And they make
similar points, though often from quite different perspectives.
Skinner writes:
It is important that the student should learn without being taught, solve problems by himself, explore the unknown,
make decisions, and behave in original ways, and these activities should, if possible, be taught. But when? The traditional
strategy has been to teach thinking while teaching subject
matter, and some sort of conflict is then inevitable. Instruction
designed simply to transmit what is already known has often
neglected the teaching of thinking. Some recent reforms have
swung to the other extreme: in making sure that the student
learns how to think, they neglect the transmission of what is
known. (116)
From Freire:
Only dialogue, which requires critical thinking, is also
capable of generating critical thinking. Without dialogue
there is no communication, and without communication there
can be no true education. Education which is able to resolve
the contradiction between teacher and student takes place in
a situation in which both address their act of cognition to the
object by which they are mediated. Thus, the dialogical character of education as the practice of freedom does not begin
when the teacher-student meets with the students-teachers in
a pedagogical situation, but rather when the former first asks
himself what he will dialogue with the latter about. (81-82)
“When” and “what.” Eventually these lead both thinkers to “how.” Both recognize, as most of us who teach do, that there are differences between transmittal of
information and encouraging thinking. Skinner never did see programmed instruction as sufficient to education, only as an adjunct allowing successful transferal. Just
so, Freire never claimed that it is the goal of the “banking model” that is so bad, but
the method and, of course, the shift in goals it foments.
Though it has been over 40 years since these books were written, we have not
progressed beyond the state of education as it was when they were writing. Why?
Even if we do, in fact, have a number of different “hows” around, some of them
stemming from Skinner, some from Freire, and some from elsewhere, we haven’t
made substantive changes in our educational structures and methods for generations.
Why not? The information is out there. We know what works. But we don’t
seem to have the will to institute it. Instead, we keep exploring, pretending we are
seeking reform but, finally, doing no more than repeating what has already failed.
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If education is to improve, it is going to require much more than simply reform,
but complete restructuring. But that takes guts and vision. Skinner and Freire had
both. Has anyone today? Anyone, that is, who can actually effect change?
I don’t know. But, reading these books, I am becoming re-radicalized... and
am looking about for that someone who can lead us out of our contemporary educational morass.

Freire and Skinner: A Third Time
12/02/11
Both Paulo Freire, in Pedagogy of the Oppressed, and B. F. Skinner, in The
Technology of Learning, imbue their texts with the language of particular ideologies, but one can dig through the cant and find real substance. Again, as I have said,
though Freire focuses on the system of education and Skinner on the method, both
address the same problems—and motivation is one of them.
Freire, in my view, removes himself from specific classroom motivation to
write about a more generalized revolutionary motivation, thereby removing himself
from discussion of motivational needs in specifically educational situations. He
couches his discussion in terms of oppressors and oppressed, of power dynamics:
We can legitimately say that in the process of oppression
someone oppresses someone else; we cannot say that in the
process of revolution someone liberates someone else, nor yet
that someone liberates himself, but rather that men in communion liberate each other. This affirmation is not meant to
undervalue the importance of revolutionary leaders but, on
the contrary, to emphasize their value. (Freire 128)
The teacher, in this model, is analogous to the revolutionary leader: the role is
important, but it needs to be limited through awareness of the ease of oppression—
and of the need for a community of learners as a whole to liberate (or teach) itself.
That community does not lack teachers but uses them—the teacher never acting
independently upon the community.
While I tend to agree with Freire, this continues concentration on the
leader/teacher and deflects attention from the needs of motivation within the rest of
the community (teacher aside). This is perhaps a more important distinction than it
may, at first, seem: There is not always a teacher or leader available, and the community may not be in a position to produce its own.
How, then, does one aid in the motivation of students? Are there ways of motivation that are not dependent on the leader/teacher?
Perhaps not. But there are means of creating motivation such that the
leader/teacher can drop away—and this is what Skinner attempts to provide.
Freire would likely see Skinner’s method as coercive, but we’ll leave that aside
for now—for the Skinner method has certainly been shown to be effective.
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At the start of his chapter on motivation, Skinner writes:
There is little point in building more schools, training
more teachers, and designing better instructional materials if
students will not study. The truant and dropout are conspicuous problems, but it is the underachiever, the careless and inattentive student, and the student who does just enough to get
by who explain why our grade schools, high schools, colleges,
and graduate schools are all running far below capacity.
(Skinner 145)
To counteract this, Skinner proposes conscious use of contingencies of reinforcement. But this is difficult:
Much of what the child is to do in school does not have
the form of play, with its naturally reinforcing consequences,
nor is there any natural connection with food or a passing
grade or a medal. Such contingencies must be arranged by the
teacher, and the arrangement is often defective. (Skinner 150)
And there is little room, in a classroom situation, for the establishment of personal reinforcers:
The student who knows how to study knows how to amplify immediate consequences so that they prove reinforcing.
He not only knows, he knows that he knows and is reinforced
accordingly. The transition from external reinforcement to the
self-generated reinforcement of knowing one knows is often
badly handled. (Skinner 156)
Skinner’s purpose is to show how they can be handled well.
Skinner, in other words, is attempting to use external reinforcement to the point
where the reinforcers are internalized, and the student no longer requires the teacher
as a motivator. This is in sharp contrast to Freire, where the very concept of external
reinforcers smacks of coercion. However, the two concepts can work together, for
true education is a process towards freedom.
More on that next time.

Freire and Skinner, Once Again
12/05/11
The last passages of Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed and B. F. Skinner’s The Technology of Teaching are particularly instructive to those of us exploring ways of improving education today, though they were each written over forty
years ago. Though their approaches are different, they both recognize, with John
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Dewey and so many others, the importance of both the method and system of education to the success of any society.
Freire writes:
This work deals with a very obvious truth: just as the oppressor, in order to oppress, needs a theory of oppressive action, so the oppressed, in order to become free, also need a
theory of action.
The oppressor elaborates his theory of action without the
people, for he stands against them. Nor can the people—as
long as they are crushed and oppressed, internalizing the imagine of the oppressor—construct by themselves the theory of
their liberating action. Only in the encounter of the people
with the revolutionary leaders—in their communion, in their
praxis—can this theory be built. (Freire 185-186)
And Skinner:
Absolute power in education is not a serious issue today
because it seems out of reach. However, a technology of
teaching will need to be much more powerful if the race with
catastrophe is to be won, and it may then, like any powerful
technology, need to be contained. An appropriate countercontrol will not be generated as a revolt against aversive
measures but by a policy designed to maximize the contribution which education will make to the strength of the culture.
The issue is important because the government of the future
will probably operate mainly through educational techniques.
(Skinner 260)
Both writers are aware (Freire, of course, concentrating on it more than Skinner) that power imbalances have an impact on education. Both are aware that education cannot be sectioned off from the rest of society, existing and operating in a
neutral vacuum somewhere off to the side. And both know that society is formed by
the education it forms.
What astonishes me today is that so few in the discussion of reform of education show anything like the same awareness. Even the charter schools, which appear
to have the opportunity of creating something radically different, radically effective,
fall upon the same old patterns of teacher facing students, of assessment based on
measurable outcomes, of imposed pedagogies. Many claim that they are bound by
regulations to fit within certain patterns, and that may well be, but my suspicion is
that they are stopped more by inertia and lack of imagination.
The danger remains that, by changing education, you change society. And few,
and even fewer educators, are willing to face the wrath of a population that, while
discontent, countenances little change. Freire's "revolutionary leaders" are not seen
as liberators but as simply new (and worse) policemen. There is "absolute power"
in education today, but one Skinner would not have imagined, for its the power to
ensure that nothing new is tried; it is the power to keep education from any
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possibility of threatening the status quo, no matter how much that status quo needs
to be threatened.
The current movement for educational reform is no such thing. In fact, it is a
movement to make sure that reform never happens. If anything, it is a regressive
movement, taking American education back to where it was before Brown v. Board
of Education, when there was a two-tiered (multiple-tiered, actually) system in
place.
Real reform of education will have to be revolutionary... or nothing will happen at all and catastrophe will, one day, be upon us.

Skinner, Freire... and Ravitch
12/12/11
In a speech last week, Diane Ravitch said:
The philanthropists and Wall Street hedge fund managers and Republicans and the Obama administration and assorted rightwing billionaires have some ideas about how to
change American education. They aren’t teachers but they
think they know how to fix the schools.
Their ideas boil down to this strategy: NCLB [No Child
Left Behind] failed because we didn’t use enough carrots and
sticks. They say that schools should operate like businesses,
because the free market is more efficient than government. So
these reformers—I call them corporate reformers—advocate
market-based reforms. They say that states must hand public
schools over to private management because the private sector will be more successful than the public sector. They say
that teachers will work harder if they get bonuses when test
scores go up. They say that teachers should have no job protections because workers in the private sector don’t have job
protections, not even the right to a hearing. They say that if
schools have low scores, they should be closed and replaced
by new schools, just like a chain store—a burger franchise or
a shoe store—would be closed if it didn’t make a profit; or the
entire staff should be fired and replaced by new staff. They say
that the quality of teachers should be judged based on whether
their students’ scores go up or down.
This last is nonsense, of course—which is Ravitch’s point. It is nonsense for
reasons that few bother to consider seriously these days. It is nonsense because in
precludes the diversity of ideas, people, and possibilities that are at the heart of good
education—along with dialogue, the mutual exploration whose goal is to shed light
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on the unknown. Education needs to be something of an oxymoron, of ‘planned
chaos,’ something that cannot be attained through standardized testing, where everything is funneled toward pre-set benchmarks.
Working during the sixties (and using a different sense of ‘diversity’ than we
often do now—but including our contemporary one), B. F. Skinner wrote of education that:
in the long run, an effective diversity must be planned. There
is no virtue in accident as such, nor can we trust it. The advantages of a planned diversity have been abundantly demonstrated in science. Men first learned about the world through
accidental contacts under accidental conditions and, hence,
only within the range of accident. Scientific methods are
largely concerned with increasing the diversity of the conditions under which things are known. Current differences
among our students are for the most part accidents. A technology of teaching should permit us to diversify environmental
histories and increase the range of the mutations from which
the cultures of the future will be selected. (Skinner, The Technology of Teaching, 236)
Things change; our education should be ready for that and should be part of
that. By establishing exactly what should be learned, and by judging teaching on
that basis, we make this impossible. New thought comes through encounter with the
unknown, and diversity—of all sorts—promotes that. Preparing for tests does not.
Operating schools like businesses does not, either.
Through the attitudes of today's "reformers," we also are making dialogue impossible. As Paulo Freire wrote at about the same time Skinner was writing, dialogue is an essential part of that diversity of Skinner's and of education, dialogue
based on love, humility, and faith—not only as preparation for filling in answer
sheets:
Nor yet can dialogue exist without hope. Hope is rooted
in men’s incompletion, from which they move out in constant
search—a search which can be carried out only in communion
with other men. Hopelessness is a form of silence, of denying
the world and fleeing from it…. As long as I fight, I am moved
by hope; and if I fight with hope, then I can wait. As the encounter of men seeking to be more fully human, dialogue cannot be carried out in a climate of hopelessness. (Freire, Pedagogy of the Oppressed, 80)
Working to impress an unknown test preparer or unknown grader (in the case
of standardized essay exams) almost completely removes hope from the equation…
taking it out as effectively as it removes love, humility, and faith. These are, in
Freire’s view, the basis for any real dialogue—and dialogue and diversity are the
basis for any real education. The regimens of the group Ravitch describes squelch
both. They run counter to effective education instead of promoting it.
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It is time we stop this nonsense and return education to promotion of learning,
through diversity, dialogue, experiment and, yes, risk.

Testing Can Never Suffice
12/13/11
Standardized testing is based on a number of assumptions, including that
knowledge can be broken down into identifiable bits of absolute, unchanging information—and that education is mastery of such bits. This is nonsense, of course, and
has been understood to be nonsense for eons. As Paulo Freire writes, it is an ‘imprisoning of reality,’ pretending that reality is somehow a static ‘thing’:
The radical, committed to human liberation, does not become the prisoner of a “circle of certainty” within which he
also imprisons reality. On the contrary, the more radical he
is, the more fully he enters into reality so that, knowing it better, he can better transform it. He is not afraid to confront, to
listen, to see the world unveiled. He is not afraid to meet the
people or to enter into a dialogue with them. He does not consider himself the proprietor of history or of men, or the liberator of the oppressed; but he does commit himself, within history, to fight at their side. (Pedagogy of the Oppressed 23-24)
It shouldn’t have to be the ‘radical.’ It should be all teachers who do this. But
we do not allow it. Instead, we instill fear in our teachers—fear of evaluation based
on factors they cannot control… the factors of the standardized test. Scared of losing
their jobs, they end up doing as much as possible for their students, ignoring that
education really comes when students do for themselves. They help create passive
citizens, rather than involved ones. They promote an inability to grapple with problems through always having been provide ‘answers’ that students need only memorize, not experience or find.
The tests, and the fear they engender in teachers, also promote a generalized
attitude that the future is controlled by factors that can be tested. And, again, that
education is limited to information, not problem-solving. As B. F. Skinner writes in
The Technology of Teaching, however, this omits at least one major part of education, learning to behave in an ethical fashion:
The ethical problems to be met by an individual cannot
of course all be foreseen, and the future may need to teach a
kind of ethical problem solving which permits the individual
to arrive at his own precepts as occasion demands. This is
sometimes done by teaching second-order precepts or ethical
heuristics. Teaching the student about himself as a behaving
organism is important. Precepts useful in self-management
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have at times been an explicit part of educational policy. They
are now usually left to the family and to religious and governmental agencies, especially when they deal with punishing
consequences arising from these sources. (193)
Much of this should also be in the schools. None of this lends itself to effective
evaluation through testing, standardized or otherwise.
Freire and Skinner were writing over forty years ago. Why is it that, today, we
seem to have learned so little? Have our own educations been so bad that we have
devolved to the point where we see education as nothing more than the gaining of
narrow sets of skills?
Over and over again, those of us with real experience in education, with real
backgrounds in the development of our schools and colleges, with real command of
the thoughts on education put forward in the past, put forward argument after argument against overly strong reliance on standardized testing. Yet the testing juggernaut rolls on and on.
Will it ever come to a halt?
I don't know. Though, today, the chorus of frustration with standardized testing
is growing, the forces arrayed behind it, which see testing as profit, may still win
out.
After all, it is money, today, that has the ear of government. Not people.
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Peer Review and Academic
Publishing
Stultifying. That’s how I see the older model of academic publishing, particularly in the humanities and social sciences. It makes us worse writers than we ought
to be and regressive thinkers, always looking back at both who has come before and
who is following.
With a number of others, I am becoming more and more enamored of openaccess publishing and post-publication review, broadening discussions and relieving bottlenecks. Problem is, this only increases the avalanche of publications already making it impossible for anyone to keep up with any but the most narrow and
constricted fields.
What will unfold as the older model becomes more and more difficult to maintain? I have no idea, but I hope it will be an unfolding rather than more intensive
and restrictive origami.

The Myth of Peer Review—And Helping Make
Academic Gatekeeping Work in Digital Environments
02/04/12
Peer review has long been something of an unexamined black box. Something
is peer reviewed? We accept that it has been checked and re-checked, examined and
tested. Just look at the way it is used in the popular media—"peer review" is accepted as reflecting a process of rigorous vetting. In situations of re-appointment,
promotion and tenure (RPT) within academia itself, it is often seen as a necessary
benchmark indicating importance. We imagine, without ever really examining it,
that peer review is a carefully crafted and considered system. We imagine that it is
a process of submission, consideration, reflection, and review—and it can be, in
fact. The system of the journal Kairos explicitly fosters just this, through a threestep process open to author, editors, and reviewers. [During the question-and-answer part of our recent MLA panel, Kairos editor Cheryl Ball did make it clear that
"open," in this context, does not mean "public," but open to all of the participants—
in contrast to "blind" peer review where the names of author and reviewers are hidden from each other.] Most peer review, however, is neither carefully structured nor
tailored to improvement of submitted work. The peer review system was never a
careful creation; it only appeared in response to need—a need that has now changed
completely. It's value—as a whole, at least—Is the result of myth, not fact.
The range of peer review can be is extensive. From Kairos with its deliberate
process meant to help an author build something substantive to proforma rubberstamping of what an editor wants, peer review can be used, also, for a variety of
purposes. For the most part, it's a rather simple system: an editor of an academic
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journal receives a submission. After an initial vetting (often of the researcher's credentials, the formal aspects of the paper, and the surface logic of the presentation),
the editor (not likely to be a specialist in the particular area of the paper, though
probably someone within the same or related field) chooses from a panel of reviewers two or three people whose interests and expertise relate more closely to the paper
under consideration. The reviewers, generally (like the editor often is) unpaid, have
been selected by the editor or editorial board for their willingness to review in a
timely fashion and on the basis of their own publications.
Much of the time, the review is conducted "blind." That is, the reviewers have
no access to the name of the writer, and the writer (when receiving reviewer comments) has no idea who the reviewers were. This process was established to ensure
no favoritism and no negative consequence. Unfortunately, as with almost any
closed system, it has led to just the opposite, and to an unwillingness to take risks
on the part of those submitting to peer-reviewed journals—when you don't know
who is going to be judging your work, and you need positive judgment for your own
career, you are unlikely to stray too far from the standard line of thought in your
field.
Though it has been a system that has not faced the challenges that gatekeeping
in journalism has (not until recently), peer review probably worked as well as any
system within a milieu of scarcity—during a time when it just was not possible to
publish everything any scholar (or anyone at all) wrote, when the expense of publication required selection. Yes, this system can be unfair, but it can also work quite
well, when the editors, reviewers, and authors are able to cooperate with each other
to improve the scholarly product. Personally, I don't think it should ever have been
"blind," but I do understand even the motivation behind that.
When I said, during my MLA talk that blind peer review is dead, but just
doesn't know it yet, that line was picked up for an Inside Higher Education article.
Since then, I've become something of a minor focal point of the debate over peer
review, something I never expected nor really want. I've even been accused to being
a technological determinist, though that was not my intent at all (I do not argue that
technology is determining the death of blind peer review, but that it allows it to be
taken off life support—the distinction is significant: the former makes the technology the driving force, the latter keeps the human in that position).
What worries most scholars isn't my claim; most of us recognize the truth of
it. What worries people is what will replace blind peer review. Are we in academia
to face the tsunami of unfiltered information that seems to be today's internet without any way of determining what we should look at and what we can safely ignore?
In asking this, we are following in the footsteps of journalism and of culture as a
whole. What we are about to experience isn't new, but it is something we are going
to have to deal with soon—which is why I made my statement. The reality we have
to face has already been dealt with (to some extent, at least) by journalism, where
alternate means of gatekeeping are now in place in response to the explosion of
'citizen journalism' over the last decade. Blogging, for example, is no longer seen as
a threat but as a tool that can be enfolded into any journalistic endeavor. The same
is true of social media in general. What journalist, after all, is without an active
Twitter account?
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The old system of peer review, like the older versions of gatekeeping in journalism, are not effective within a digital environment where publication itself has
ceased to be a nearly insurmountable barrier. We need to accept that ('peer review
is dead'), but we haven't yet, not really ('but it just doesn't know it yet'). We shouldn't
be arguing about it, nor is it worth our time to see the statement as one of 'technological determinism' or of anything else. It is simply a statement of observable fact,
and a challenge for us in academia to decide what we want to bring to life in replacement. I'm not advocating anything by pointing this out, merely illuminating
what should be obvious.
There's quite a bit going on today, activity that will lead to a replacement of
blind peer review. Some of it has rather surprising outcomes, but it is all a question
of experimentation, of learning. In some places, journals like Kairos are trying to
take the older model and rebuild it for a digital age, making it more responsive to
changing needs and more effective in promoting scholarship. Others, such as academia.edu and researchgate.net, are trying to use social-media formulae as means
for sorting and presenting academic work. Science Works Magazine (soon to be Science Works Journal) is trying to use a blog format and a new business formula to
provide both gatekeeping and sustainability. There is much more going on, of
course. All it takes to find it is interest and a little bit of time on the web.
In addition, in many academic departments, peer review is retreating as the
standard for re-appointment, promotion, and tenure. In its place, scholars are asked
to provide a broader grounding for proving the importance of their work. How many
subsequent works cite the article, chapter, or book? What other reactions have there
been to it? What is the distribution of the journal (just calling something "peer review" never should have been sufficient—and is less and less so, every year)? How
many libraries hold the book? Who else contributed to the series, the journal, the
volume—and what is their status? Rather than relying on a poorly understood outside process, departments are asking individual candidates to provide specific defenses of each piece of work presented.
The old system, no longer sufficient, is being replaced. There's nothing we can
do about that. If we want to have an impact on the new system, we can't be spending
our time defending what is already doomed. We can't even spend our time addressing the more obvious problems of peer review. That's like trying to put patches over
the most rotten part of a roof when it is time for the whole to be replaced.
What we have here is the old situation where, if you are not part of the solution,
you are part of the problem. The sooner we accept that the old system of peer review
is not only unsustainable but is, in fact, dead, the sooner we can all help the various
experiments in replacement along to the point where academic gatekeeping is productive and supportive, furthering scholarship and promoting it, never narrowing it.
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Why Keep Academic Journals As They Have Been?
03/10/12
Over the past decade, newspapers have learned that they need to change to
survive. The deaths of papers all over the United States made that quite apparent,
and the journalism industry, though hating to do it, is learning to adapt. Today's
newspapers aren't merely print, but are intertwined with other media, including television, radio, and websites of many natures, including blogs, online versions of the
print edition, and quite a bit more. Flexibility and adaptability have become part of
any newspaper model.
Academic journals, not having had to respond to either changing readership
habits or advertising models, have not similarly expanded. With "captive" writers—
scholars who need to publish in "name" academic venues in order to gain grants,
tenure, and promotion—clamoring to provide them with content and libraries (not
themselves beholden to any commercial model) trapped into paying almost anything
the publisher demands, there has been little incentive for change. Even online, an
academic journal (with a few significant exceptions, of course) looks little different
today than it did a quarter of a century ago.
The newspapers had to adapt—or die. For academic journals, there has been
no similar need.
So far, at least.
It may take an act of some bravery, but the mechanics of presenting a digitalage replacement to the traditional academic journal, one that can easily step into the
"certification" role of the "top" journals, are not hard to imagine. The bravery will
come when one large university or university system says, "Enough!" and offers its
own replacement, challenging the rest of academia to show why the new entity is
not as scholarly and relevant as any older venue.
The universities, after all, are paying for the work that the commercial academic-journal publishers are profiting from. They don't need to continue giving
scholarship away for the commercial gain of others. On the other hand, they don't
need to lay their own proprietary blanket over the work of their professors, as commercial enterprises do when their employees create. They can find ways of presenting and promoting the work their scholars do, ways that promote the university, the
scholar, and subsequent work based on that presented.
Sure, there are plenty of academic journals housed in universities and even
colleges. But these tend to be in individual "silos," each one standing on its own and
not as part of a system-wide collective, well channeled, mapped, and linked. Such a
system could provide a home for "traditional" academic journals, but also for blogs
related to them, or aggregating sites relevant to particular topics. Some parts of the
collective could be carefully structured, vetted, and edited, while other portions
could be clearly informal. The trick would be to make the whole easily negotiated,
both by visitors and by scholars, particularly by scholars wishing to contribute, or
to update their contributions.
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Problems, in terms of university administration, will come when desire to protect reputation butts up against academic freedom, as will happen. This, probably,
is one reason why nobody has yet to offer a large, freewheeling site of this sort.
What we would have would be something akin, in part, to academia.edu, a
blog, a wiki, an online academic journal, and much more—all structure so that they
interact, so that a researcher can go back and forth between parts with ease, and can
even organize documents, providing their own aggregation within the whole.
Once something like this appears—a CUNY Research Commons (to imagine
one in my own system), for example—the commercial journals will begin to disappear and the non-profit journals will migrate into such sites. Scholarship will begin
to be more accessible and usable. The universities will be able to boast of work that
is there for all to see, and scholarship, in general, will be able to come out from
behind the walls that have been built, too often, around it.

Remodeling Academic Journals
CUNY Academic Works, along with similar databases in other systems, is trying to provide an alternative to the gouging the commercial publishers of academic
journals engage in. So far, though, their impact has been limited though they are
welcomed by scholars of all stripes, including me.
03/11/12
There are already a number of possibilities online that can be used by and for
new types of academic journals—and people are taking advantage of them. The
problem lies in finding an audience, in getting the necessary eyes and necessary
responses, the two things that make an academic journal viable.
This is why I would like to see large research universities and university systems become their own aggregators, so to speak, taking control of dissemination of
the scholarship generated within their walls, making it so that all of it is easily available and easily transferable. The universities are paying for this work, after all (supplemented by grants, in many cases, but it is in the universities where primary responsibility lies) and should want to see it made use of in the best possible manner.
Many schools already provide web pages for faculty, but these are generally
rudimentary and are rarely seen as an integral part of research projects or of university activity. Taken more seriously as "housing" for re-appointment, promotion and
tenure (RPT) documentation, however, these could become key parts of a broader
university structure and could serve functions far beyond what they do now. Professors could keep (at least partial) public listings of the books and articles (and more)
that they are using in their current work—surveys of the literature, as it were—listings that could then be assessed as a whole, showing what, in a particular field, is
proving most useful to ongoing research. Blogs, even like mine, could also be
housed under the university umbrella, as could wikis, interactive journals, and
online versions of print works, both journals and books. People could even "publish"
203

scholarly work through their pages—it happens now, but generally only when the
scholar has already reached a level of institutional security. The site's statistics could
tell whose work is generating the most interest outside of the particular university
or system and could lead people to look at things they might otherwise have missed.
All of this, and much more, could be done right now. Some of it is, in tepid
ways, but it will need much more high-profile leadership and top-level university
support for it to really have an impact. It will require universities to recognize that
they are control of resources that they are not adequately handling but will also require trust in the faculty that is, quite frankly, not often seen, these days. For, if the
university decides to act as gatekeeper for such a site, the purpose will be defeated,
and scholars will find themselves migrating away—just as is happening now with
the commercial academic journals and with blind peer review.
There is a unique opportunity available right now for universities to re-situate
themselves in terms of scholarship and the public—in terms of scholarly publishing.
They can take their university presses, their journals, their "faculty commons," their
department websites and make them into something cohesive and useful, something
that facilitates scholarship in ways never before seen.
Will they? I don't know. The opportunity has been around for a number of
years, now, but nothing has been done at an institutional level by any research university or university system that I know of.
I hope that will change.
Update: At City Tech, we are now encouraged to update evidence of scholarship in our files with digital documents. That's all well and good, but those documents often cannot be made public on our websites due to copyright considerations.
Publishers are quite jealous of their rights, and don't even care much for authors
presenting their own work, if that work falls under publisher rights. One of the
changes that could occur, were a system such as what I describe above instituted, is
that copyright could be viewed a bit more leniently. The ownership of the Intellectual Property (IP) would rest with the scholar or, possibly, with the institution. It
could be offered, then, depending on the circumstances, under Creative Commons
licensing, something much more useful to future scholarship than ownership rights
as presented under current copyright law (Creative Commons, in general, provides
a way for giving blanket approvals for many different types of copying and usage
of IP).
Instead of hiding what we are doing behind IP walls, putting all of our work
together on a public web page would allow us to participate more readily in the
broader conversations going on both within and beyond our disciplines. It would
also make it easier for promotion and tenure committees to evaluate scholarship, for
it would be easily compared to what others are doing.
Secrecy and protection of IP may have their place (or may not), but these
should not be our main concerns as scholars. All of us, as professionals, should be
working to enhance knowledge and its dissemination. We did not go into academia
to make money, after all, but to learn, to teach, and to explore.
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Academic Audiences
03/18/12
Just who should we—academics, that is—be talking to? Be writing for?
Sometimes, admittedly, our conversations assume a great deal of background.
Sometimes, that's even necessary. In too many of these cases, however, that background itself narrows consideration of possibilities and angles outside of the "wisdom" passed down in graduate school or in conferences of narrow focus or through
books and journals aimed so explicitly towards "the few" that their language itself
keeps others out. In other words, speaking and writing only to those who share the
background we have in a specialty restricts the conversation—and in more ways
than one.
That's why I love the Ray Davis comment on a post of mine the other day:
Whenever anyone asks me about academic publishing,
I think of E. B. White's polite demurral: "Nothing would delight me more than to write exclusively about sheep, exclusively for shepherds. But...."
I mean, what's the point? If we all already have had the
same experiences and, fundamentally, agree about the main
theses of our fields, why are we talking to each other? Wouldn't you say we need to get out more?
The other day, I asked someone who is putting together a scholarly anthology
if she might possibly be interested in a particular approach to the topic I could offer.
It was rather a long shot, for what I proposed proposing (I wasn't going to write a
proposal for a chapter if there were no interest—and I suspected there would not be)
involved a re-examination of certain "fundamentals" relating to the Comp/Rhet field
(one I am only tangentially associated with, making it an outsider re-examination,
at that). I got a nice email back declining... nice, except that it included this statement: "scholars in rhetoric and composition have a pretty firm grasp on why these
claims can be made."
Oh, my. I'd somehow missed that the book was to be for specialists only. Furthermore, whenever "scholars" feel they have a "firm grasp," it's past time that the
"why" be looked into anew. The statement the editor made reeks, to me, of a selfcongratulatory and sedentary field (which, actually, Comp/Rhet usually is not) and
one that is satisfied that the insiders really have a handle on things, thank you very
much. The editor is a good person, I am sure, and a fine scholar. She comes out of
an excellent program and her own dissertation director is a nationally recognized
figure. But she has narrowed her focus so (for the proposed book, at least) that the
only audience will be the few approaching the topic from a narrow Comp/Rhet viewpoint. This is disappointing from any scholar, but from someone with a background
in rhetoric and in composition, it is a particular letdown.
What's the use of writing for so few? In my broad field of cultural studies,
certainly, there is diminished interest in speaking only to those within the specialty.
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In fact, most of us like to dive into other fields and to try to pull audiences from
outside into our discussions. That's part of why I like being in cultural studies, for it
keeps me in touch with all sorts of things I would miss, were I working in a field
where only a narrow group of "experts" are welcome.
And what's the use of an "expert," anyway? I would say that an expert is only
valuable insofar as she or he brings that expertise outside of the ivory tower... not a
new claim, by the way, but even one of the underpinnings of arguments for academic
freedom as made for a century now, as the AAUP's 1915 statement on academic
freedom clearly shows.
An academic who only writes for other academics only writes for himself or
for herself. Each one of us should really be looking for ways, in our writing certainly, but in many other venues as well, to expand knowledge of what we are doing
within populations that might not already be parts of our conversations.

Avant-Garde, Kitsch, the Two Cultures, and Academic
Publishing
03/20/12
Over the past few days, I've been trying to gather a few thoughts on the inferiority complex many of us in the humanities feel when forced to look upon the sciences. For a number of reasons, scientists make some of us feel like we're not real
intellectuals, and we've reacted in a number of ways, all of them a bit peculiar.
Yesterday, I cornered a few of my wayward strands in Clement Greenberg's
old distinction between the avant-garde and kitsch, something I've used in a number
of different ways in various books and articles—and on this blog. Though I don't
much care for the distinction, I recognize that it has become central to many views
of society. Among these are the view that there are "academic" audiences as opposed
to"general" ones (and that the former have greater importance) and that there's
something about the humanities in general that, somehow, is more akin to kitsch
than to science and the avant-garde.
Greenberg writes:
[A] part of Western bourgeois society has produced
something unheard of heretofore: avant-garde culture. A superior consciousness of history—more precisely, the appearance of a new kind of criticism of society, an historical criticism—made this possible. This criticism has not confronted
our present society with timeless utopias, but has soberly examined in terms of history and of cause and effect the antecedents, justifications, and functions of the forms that lie at
the heart of every society. Thus, our present bourgeois social
order was shown to be, not an eternal, "natural" condition of
life, but simply the latest term in a succession of social orders.
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New perspectives of this kind, becoming a part of the advanced intellectual conscience of the fifth and sixth decades of
the nineteenth century, soon were absorbed by artists and poets, even if unconsciously for the most part. It was no accident,
therefore, that the birth of the avant-garde coincided chronologically—and geographically too—with the first bold development of scientific revolutionary thought in Europe. (Clement Greenberg, "Avant-Garde and Kitsch," The Partisan
Reader, 1946)
The connection between science and the avant-garde, we see, is longstanding.
And both are rarefied, not for everyone, but for the cognoscenti alone:
Retiring from public altogether, the avant-garde poet or
artist sought to maintain the high level of his art by both narrowing and raising it to the expression of an absolute in which
all relativities and contradictions would be either resolved or
beside the point. "Art for art's sake" and "pure poetry" appear,
and subject matter or content becomes something to be
avoided like a plague. (Greenberg)
Subject matter and content aren't for "pure" arts and sciences at all. So, it's no
wonder that:
The avant-garde's specialization of itself, the fact that its
best artists are artists' artists, its best poets, poets' poets, has
estranged a great many of those who were capable formerly
of enjoying and appreciating ambitious art and literature, but
who are now unwilling or unable to acquire an initiation into
their craft secrets. (Greenberg)
Oh, but aren't we special, we who can speak our secret language! Wanting to
partake in this, many of us in the humanities, which really should be accessible to
everyone, begin to couch our commentaries and explorations in terms that only our
small group of fellows can understand. We can't hitch our wagon to science, but we
can imagine its path and can tail along with the avant-garde.
After all, everything beside "pure" art and "pure" science is easily ignored or
put aside:
Kitsch, using for raw material the debased and academicized simulacra of genuine culture, welcomes and cultivates
this insensibility. It is the source of its profits. Kitsch is mechanical and operates by formulas. Kitsch is vicarious experience and faked sensations. Kitsch changes according to
style, but remains always the same. Kitsch is the epitome of all
that is spurious in the life of our times. Kitsch pretends to demand nothing of its customers except their money — not even
their time. (Greenberg)
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It's all commercial, anyway, and not worth the time of those who turn to the
heights, unattainable by the great unwashed and their money-grubbing mind-sets,
of "pure" thought. The most recent example of the flight from kitsch was the great
"Theory" bubble that so recently burst.
More than a decade after Greenberg, C. P. Snow unintentionally made matters
worse through his The Two Cultures and the Scientific Revolution. Though he was
trying to suggest that we get out of our intellectual silos and learn something about
what others are doing (stating that "our fanatical belief in educational specialization"
(18) is more than a bit wrong-headed), what he ended up doing, for the humanities,
is convincing scholars that they had to be more like the scientists if they are to be
taken seriously. That is, if someone outside of the specialty could understand them,
something was wrong. Poor Snow. That is not what he meant at all; that is not it, at
all.
Unfortunately, what he wrote does resonate Greenberg. Or some of it does. He
says "the scientists have the future in their bones" (12), that they:
have their own culture, intensive, rigorous, and constantly in action. This culture contains a great deal of argument, usually much more rigorous, and almost always at a
higher conceptual level, than literary persons' arguments.
(13)
This, all of Snow's arguments notwithstanding, makes people in the humanities
want to rise to what they see as a challenge, to move towards providing something
of their own just as rigorous, just as hard to understand. So, instead of taking Snow's
words to heart, they have continued a process that he describes with sadness:
Somehow we have set ourselves the task of producing a
tiny elite—far smaller proportionally than in any comparable
country—educated in one academic skill....
It may well be that this process has gone too far to be
reversible. I have given reasons why I think it is a disastrous
process, for the purpose of a living culture. (21)
He does give reasons, but they are ignored. Instead, we pride ourselves on
speaking only to those whose "training" is a specific and as overly defined as our
own. Instead of two cultures, or three, we now have dozens, none of which can talk
to the others.
Our process of academic publishing, with its specialized journals hidden behind pay walls only worth breaching by those within the minuscule specialties,
makes matters even worse. No longer do we have to justify ourselves to anyone.
When can simply tell ourselves that what we are doing is "pure" and ignore anything
going on outside. After all, it is only kitsch if it is not with us, we who are the avantgarde.
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The Value of the Publication
06/01/15
In 1928, Horatio Alger: A Biography Without a Hero by Herbert R. Mayes
appeared. For over 40 years, it was the “go to” source for information about the
iconic boys’ writer. Mayes parlayed the success of his book into an editing career
crowned, in the sixties, with a term as president of McCall Corporation, publisher
of McCall’s and Good Housekeeping.
When the fact that Mayes’ book was complete fiction was uncovered in the
1970s, the retired editor and publisher could shrug it off, as he did when asked about
it for a UPI story that appeared in the Sarasota Herald Tribune on 06/09/74:
“It was supposed to be a serious book,” said Mayes, now
73 and living in London.
“But I was young and I found out pretty soon it would
take a lot of work and from what I had read of Alger, he
seemed like a damn dull idiot.”
Mayes is not the only one who has parlayed lies into a substantial career. The
“dish” biographer C. David Heymann, even back when he wrote about poets (his
first book, which was once to have been his doctoral dissertation, was on Ezra
Pound) rather than players, was known for playing fast and loose with the truth.
Pulitzer Prize winner David Cay Johnston wrote about him last year for Newsweek
(“C. David Heymann's Lies About JFK and Jackie, Marilyn Monroe and Elizabeth
Taylor,” 08/27/14):
For 30 years, I watched with astonishment and then bemusement as major publishers gave Heymann big advances,
and respected media outlets—The New Yorker, The New York
Times, People, Vanity Fair, USA Today and NPR—praised
and promoted his books. I had exposed his first celebrity bio
as a fraud on the front page of the Los Angeles Times back in
1983, and I knew his methods hadn’t changed over the years.
These aren’t the only two writers or scholars who have gotten away with lies,
parlaying them into successful careers–and they aren’t even the only ones who have
been called out for it. Gerd Heidemann’s fake Hitler’s Diaries, for example, even
led to his going to jail for his crime. If anything, affairs of this nature seem to be
more popular today (or, at least, are more vulnerable to exposure, thanks to digital
tools) than ever before.
What made me think of this today was an article by Noam Scheiber in The
New York Times called “Beyond Publish or Perish, Academic Papers Look to Make
a Splash” (06/01/15). It, in turn, was sparked by the now-infamous (and retracted)
Michael LaCour article for Science on the possibility (and ease) of changing one’s
mind on gay marriage. Like Heymann often did, LaCour claimed to have data to
back up what he wrote but, when pressed, is unable to produce it–again, just like
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Heymann. LaCour, at least in part through the weight of that publication, had been
headed toward an Assistant Professorship at Princeton (and may still be), his career
“made”:
Dr. Ferric Fang, a medical researcher at the University
of Washington who has documented rising instances of fraud
in scientific papers, said the searches his department conducts
for assistant professors typically attract more than 100 applicants. Though many of the applicants for the last half-dozen
of those positions have numerous papers in rigorously vetted
but less-well-known outlets like the Journal of Bacteriology,
nearly all of the finalists have been the lead author of a paper
in one of the prominent journals. “You try to battle against it,
look at the work itself,” Dr. Fang said. “But the luster of that
publication is so strong.”
One of the most popular ways of combating the fascination with high-profile
(and profitable) publishing has been to rely instead on the number of citations in
other reputable journals that an article generates, its individual impact factor (something also used to evaluate journals as a whole). The problem with this, of course,
is the old John Collins Bossidy situation where “the Lowells talk only to Cabots,/And the Cabots talk only to God.” Still, it does rely on an “aftermarket” review
that, though it may take decades (as in the Mayes case), often does expose the weakness of any particular work of scholarship.
The problem is that, by that late point, an entire career or, indeed, fortune (as
in Heymann’s case) may have been constructed out of the lies. If LaCour can ride
this out and hold onto his Princeton appointment, whatever it is he did or didn’t do
in relation to the Science article will have proven worth the risk.
As long as fabrication remains a viable career-building tool, ‘faking it’ as a
career move is going to continue.

Peer Review: Make It Transparent
08/07/15
In 2012, I presented a paper at the Modern Language Association annual meeting that caused a small splash, especially for one line, “Blind peer review is dead. It
just doesn’t know it yet.” There was a great deal of support for my position, but also
quite a few who took umbrage. Most of these, I noticed, elided the word “blind”
from their arguments, moaning that we have to have standards of some sort and that
peer reviewers are the ones that uphold them.
It’s true, I have problems with peer review for reasons beyond the anonymity
that often accompanies it, but it is the “blind” part that is most pernicious.
Two recent articles for Times Higher Education spotlight this and the wider
problems once more, the more recent being a collaborative recounting of
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experiences with blind peer review (08/06/15) “The worst piece of peer review I’ve
ever received,” and the older being a call for change, “The peer review drugs don’t
work” (05/28/15).
The earlier article is by Richard Smith, former editor of the British Medical
Journal and chief executive of the BMJ Publishing Group from 1991 to 2004. He’s
not some disgruntled assistant professor whose work isn’t seeing print but a major
figure in medical scholarship. His words should carry weight (not that an assistant
professor’s shouldn’t, but… ). He writes that “peer review persists because of vested
interests. Absurdly, academic credit is measured by where people publish, holding
back scientists from simply posting their studies online rather than publishing in
journals. Publishers of science journals, both commercial and society, are making
returns of up to 30 per cent and journals employ thousands of people.”
Peer review, in its current formulation, also exists because it provides a brake
on innovation, something that scares people (though they would never admit it) at
the top in just about every field. Successful innovation can break holds on power
and prestige, as we’ve seen in media and journalism over the past decades, completely changing any particular landscape. Those who have already reached prominence in their professions want, at best, to be able to control change so that they can
take advantage of it or, at least, not to be threatened by it. As Smith puts it, peer
review remains, “ineffective, largely a lottery, anti-innovatory, slow, expensive,
wasteful of scientific time, inefficient, easily abused, prone to bias, unable to detect
fraud and irrelevant.” But it does serve a purpose, even if not one we should countenance.
Though I do think the day of blind peer review is over, progress to a replacement acceptable to appointment, tenure and promotion committees is slow. Not
much has changed at all in the three-and-a-half years since my MLA panel presentation. The six contributions to the newer THE article, for the most part, present a
convincing plaint against peer review as it still stands, dead or not. For example, “all
referees will tell you that they are open-minded, write gently and are on the lookout
for work of fabulous creativity. But they aren’t. It is hard for a human being to absorb ideas that are of first-order originality; such ideas, by definition, barely compute. Moreover, it is emotionally difficult for reviewers to be charitable about others’ manuscripts.” So true.
Another puts a finger on a new wrinkle: “Academics – and those academics
transformed into ‘managers’ – have learned how to play around with peer reviewing
and turn it to their advantage in determining who wins and loses in the local promotion stakes. And their use of peer review is used by open access publishers to excuse
the venality of asking for money up front from authors (something that used to be
derided as vanity publishing).”
A third writes, “In theory, peer review is a great idea, but as it generally operates, it sucks. The principal problem is the typical anonymity of reviewers. This can
provide a cover for suppression of data that conflicts with the reviewer’s own results, sabotage of competitors’ funding applications, filching of research ideas or
even the pursuit of petty vendettas.” Yup.
Another looks at the practical side, “the biggest problem is a lack of clarity of
editorial decisions. Peer reviewers naturally vary in their rigour and style, but too
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many approach the process as a challenge to pick as many holes and to suggest as
many new experiments as possible.” Another provides a warning, “Blind peer review should be fundamentally reformed. The lack of accountability is out of place
when even job applicants can ask to see their references (and this was instituted to
stop character assassination). As things stand, I even foresee some academics using
Freedom of Information laws to flush out the identities of abusive reviewers.”
Personally, I like to see a variety of means to publication with varying editorial
processes. This now exists, but professional evaluators in academia are still stuck in
the peer-review mire, seeing the phrase as the most important academic imprimatur.
What needs changing, as much as the blind peer review process itself, is how publications are considered for hiring, tenure and promotion.
Unfortunately, most committees are overworked and they look for shortcuts.
The fact of something being peer reviewed makes it easier to accept without actually, say, reading the work in question. So we need to continue to push for change
within the peer-review system, agitating for openness within the process, pointing
to the many successful and open models that have appeared over the last decade.
There is no reason that a reviewer should be anonymous. If one cannot stand behind
one’s comments, one probably shouldn’t make them.

Booksellers' Delight
09/05/2015
Academic publishing has gone topsy-turvy over the past couple of decades,
leaving those responsible for re-appointment, promotion and tenure (RPT) often
scratching their heads when trying to use publications as part of their evaluations.
There’s so much money, now, in even small print runs (if the publisher is appropriately situated) that 300 hardbound copies sold at 100 dollars each to libraries can
create profits–especially if done in sufficient numbers of titles. Appointments committees are increasingly turning to the number of citations in assessing the value of
a publication–but even this gets inflated as more and more academic books (not to
mention the proliferation of academic journals) get published.
A post on The Guardian‘s Higher Education Network’s “Anonymous Academic” blog on 09/04/15, “Academics are being hoodwinked into writing books
nobody can buy,” deals directly with the business end of this phenomenon and on
some of its implications. It ends with a troubling comment, “So why don’t academics simply stay away from the greedy publishers? The only answer I can think of is
vanity.” Vanity has a lot to do with it, but I think pleasing the committees who control our professional futures has more. Most of those who judge created their careers
in the days before the internet and they see the print book as the gold standard. We
still have not reached a point where alternative venues for the same material mean
as much as books do.
The writer, however, makes excellent points. She or he recounts a conversation
with an editor for an academic press:
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“How much would the book be sold for?” I inquired,
aware this might not be his favourite question. “£80,” he replied in a low voice.
“So there won’t be a cheaper paperback edition?” I
asked, pretending to sound disappointed.
“No, I’m afraid not,” he said, “we only really sell to libraries. But we do have great sales reps that get the books into
universities all across the world.”
We are providing extremely cheap material (paid for by our universities, not
the publishers) for books then sold at high prices to the libraries of the same universities where we work in the first place. Though this may be extremely profitable for
the publishers, is it fair to the universities? The writer provides no answers, but this
is a question we need to start exploring–just as we are beginning to reassess our
attitude towards alternate routes of scholarly publication.
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Procedures, Protocols and
Presumption
Not even the scary leftists on campus these days really want radical change.
They are beholden to an arcane system and actively support its continuation.
Am I one of them?
Unfortunately, I have to conclude, I am. Or am, when I am not actively involved in trying to help establish new ways of taking care of our higher-education
needs.

Politics and the Classroom
04/14/05
Though I have long suspected that the clash between the right and (mostly
liberal) academia comes from a conflation of issues and expectations, I have not
been able to verbalize the problem to my own satisfaction. Yet I have continued to
try, and have engaged people on the right, to try to come to my own understanding
of the problem.
The other day, I emailed a man—I’ll call him “Larry”—whom I’d been going
back and forth with in a comments section of Penn State professor Michael Bérubé’s
blog. He seemed like a nice fellow (and he is), not a wingnut, though his views are
certainly on the right of the spectrum and he does see academia as a cloistered world
divorced from reality.
Unfortunately, our email exchange quickly frustrated Larry. After only a few
back-and-forths, he emailed me, “I don't know, but you seem like one of those Define Your Terms and Cite Your Authority types with whom conversation is impossible without getting pissed off.”
He’s right (though I am always leery of refuge in authority): I do want those
involved in discussion to define their terms. I hate it when people throw out statements and then refuse to explain what they are saying, and why.
And that, of course, is the core of our problem. He gets pissed off because I
am approaching the discussion from an academic point of view while he wants to
keep it in the political, where the ground-rules are quite different.
Simply put, in our political system, no one has to explain their beliefs, or even
defend them. Anyone’s belief, no matter how cockeyed, has to be respected. We
must trust the individual to come to his or her own decision by whatever method
they choose. And that, as we all recognize, is extremely important—it safe-guards
us from those amongst us (either Leninist, neocon, or of any other belief) who think
they know what’s best for us, and want to force that on us “for our own good.”
In an academic setting, however, the needs and goals are different. There, the
fact of a belief is not sufficient. For it to be respected in a university, a belief has to
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be defended. By its very nature, academia is not democratic, nor should it be: at its
best, it is a real meritocracy (not the self-congratulatory one sometimes posited by
the American elite), a place where the best expressed and defended ideas rise to the
top, and rise through a process of revision and refinement based on rigorous discussion and on experiment and even failure.
As a result, if we try to apply “democracy” unilaterally to the university, we
destroy it. All beliefs are not created equal; ideas achieve respect only by surviving
a process of debate and even attack. Their places have to be earned, not assumed.
Otherwise, there can be no growth, no moving forward; intellectual life is stifled.
On the other hand, I (for one) don’t want to live my everyday life in any sort
of codified meritocracy, not even a university. It tends to develop an elite not necessarily based (ironically) on merit (just as our universities do), a group believing
that its own judgments are superior to those of the masses—be they students or the
general populace. Such a framework as the one we find in academia does not provide basic respect for the integrity of the individual and the individual’s beliefs,
respect that allows for the freedom and experimentation that are so important to
American individualism.
I have problem enough with the “peer review” system we have within our universities. The last thing I want is for that to migrate to the rest of my life.
Given this divide, what we have developed in America, and have had for generations, is an uneasy (and necessary) truce between the two, of democracy and university meritocracy. This has worked well for us, has been part of our success as a
country, though it has not been comfortable. Each side has long railed against the
other—just look at Richard Hofstadter’s Anti-Intellectualism in American Life and
you will see exactly how many academics see the rest of America.
On the other hand, if, as those attacking the universities from the right want,
we start to insist that political beliefs be respected in the same way in the classroom
that they must be respected in regard to the voting booth, we will end up destroying
the universities—and tearing down one of the bases of our combined success. As I
have said, unlike in the political system, it is not the person who should be respected
in the academy, but the idea expressed. And that respect should not be based on the
fact of existence but on defense. This is a necessary part of building academic excellence.
We need to remember that an attack on an idea in a classroom is not an attack
on that idea within the political arena. Nor is it an attack on the person holding that
belief. It is simply a demand that the idea be defended if it is to be seriously considered.
So, yes, “Larry,” I do insist that terms be defined, and I don’t respect ideas that
are provided without definition or defense. But that doesn’t mean I don’t respect the
holder of that idea or that I want to limit their ability to participate in the political
discourse of our nation. I simply want them to recognize that academic discourse is
a different thing, with different ends and means.
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Knowledge, Experience, and Viswanathan
04/29/06
Little, Brown pulled Kaavya Viswanathan’s novel How Opal Mehta Got
Kissed, Got Wild, and Got a Life from stores because of the substantial number of
passages in it that are just too similar to passages in books by Megan McCafferty,
Sloppy Firsts and Second Helpings. The story is a sordid one—not so much because
of what Viswanathan did (which is bad enough) but because of Little, Brown and
the “book packager” Alloy Entertainment, Katherine Cohen of IvyWise, a private
college counselor who pushed Viswanathan’s writing, and Viswanathan’s parents.
There have been many young geniuses in the arts, and Viswanathan may well
be one, but she was used by all the people I mention for their own ends and backed
into a situation that was beyond her ability to handle. The advance given to her by
Little, Brown for two novels was in the realm of half a million dollars, putting pressure on a girl who was then only seventeen that very few could stand.
Though Viswanathan claims that she did not consciously plagiarize, she
clearly turned to McCafferty’s work and others when she realized she could not
produce what was expected of her—whether it was unconscious or not. She had to
produce, and did so, finally, in the only way she could manage. Or, if she did not
produce by herself, she turned to parents, the book packager and others to cobble
together her novel—or they took over from her.
Of course, it doesn’t matter if she was conscious of what she was doing or not
or who or what pushed her into the corner she couldn’t get out of otherwise. The
fact remains: she (or those writing in her name) plagiarized.
Looking at the situation that starkly and simply, however, doesn’t help us develop ways of avoiding similar situations in the future. Though the Viswanathan
incident may be the plagiarism du jour, this sort of thing is happening all the time,
though not generally on such an extravagant level.
College and high-school teachers have been pulling their hair out for a decade
now, as plagiarism (always something of a problem) has grown into an epidemic.
Most often, the response has been three pronged: First, explain exactly what plagiarism is, over and over again. Second, develop new methods for identifying plagiarism. And, third, set up draconian penalties for those who get caught.
None of these, unfortunately, addresses the reasons why students plagiarize. In
Viswanathan’s case, the reasons are fairly clear. For many of the students who plagiarize on their papers they aren’t that far different: the students, for the most part,
feel incapable of completing the assignment so turn to the easy way out. Most of
them don’t feel they are deliberately cheating (I doubt Viswanathan feels she did,
either), but are simply doing what is necessary to get out of a difficult situation.
Just as Viswanathan was thrown into the deep end before she had really learned
to swim, so are many of our students. Just as all those people who were taking advantage of what they thought they saw in her were doing when they convinced themselves they were simply providing support, too many teachers don’t examine what
they are doing when they present assignments to potential plagiarists.
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There’s a great deal of learning that has to take place before anyone can start
on any writing path, be it a college research paper of a novel for a major publisher.
Too often, space for this is not provided: the student or author is simply told to write.
Learning. Experience. Judgment. These cannot be gained through quick introductions to research methodology or even with the help of a “book packager.” It
takes time and work to gain knowledge—and, for most of us, it requires guidance
of a sort Viswanathan and too many of our students aren’t getting. Ability, even
genius, isn’t enough.
In “A Hard Rain Is Gonna Fall,” a song he wrote when he was quite young, a
song that shows clear signs of influence (of the Childe-collected ballad “Lord Randal”) but that is still strikingly original, Bob Dylan wrote:
And I’ll tell it and think it and speak it and breathe it,
And reflect it from the mountain so all souls can see it,
Then I’ll stand on the ocean until I start sinking,
But I’ll know my song well before I start singing.
’Know my song well.’ That’s what we are not allowing our youth to do, these
days. We are expecting too much from them too quickly. Viswanathan may be, as I
said, a genius writer (though she may not be), but she has not had the time to develop
her talent and her knowledge of the world. The same can be said of many students:
they have the potential, but have not yet developed the ability to do what is being
asked of them.
Rather than focusing exclusively on punishing the wrong-doers, we teachers
(and parents) should be finding ways of opening up the avenues of experience to
students. The best teachers and parents do this already. The better we all do at it, the
less plagiarism there will be.
And the happier and more creative the next generation will be.

Plagiarism: “They’ve Always Done It”
05/20/06
On today’s edition (05/20/06) of NPR’s On the Media, guest host Mike Pesca
(a correspondent for Day to Day) spoke a piece called “Cribbing Through the Ages.”
His point was that plagiarism was “no big deal” in Elizabethan times and would be
no big deal in twenty years.
Pesca’s argument, in part, is based on the fact that the public often doesn’t
know who wrote something anyhow: the newsreader mouths words created by a
producer, the film’s credited author may have been followed by others who radically
altered the script. This “convinces the consumer that a byline might just be a vestige
of a bygone era.”
What’s peculiar about Pesca’s piece is that it follows segments on ‘fair use’
and ‘copyright’ without Pesca seeming to understand the relationship between these
issues and current concerns over plagiarism. He also seems to have no
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comprehension of the reasons why plagiarism has become such a concern—and not
simply on college campuses. In addition, he doesn’t seem to recognize that Elizabethan England was—how shall we say it?—a little different from contemporary
America.
In Elizabethan England, print culture was just taking hold (remember, Shakespeare’s plays were never even meant to be printed and sold). The important thing
was the performance, not the author (certainly not to the degree of today). There
was also quite a bit less in print: an educated person would be familiar with just
about every ‘important’ text and would recognize references without attention being
called to them.
As media exploded, it became necessary to find a way to clarify references and
usages of older works, for it could not be assumed that readers would “get” them
any longer and the possibility of fraudulent usage rose. I doubt that Shakespeare
would have argued that it just happened that his line about Helen of Troy and launching 1000 ships was similar to Marlowe’s—as my students often do, when caught
plagiarizing. Why, Shakespeare might have argued, tell you what you already
know? Plus, he wasn’t publishing his plays for profit, he was performing them.
There’s a big difference.
It was a century after Shakespeare’s time that writers began making a living
by their pens. And it was then that the first copyright laws came into effect in England (during Queen Anne’s time). The period of copyright the law stipulated wasn’t
very long. Perhaps it was felt that any writing should revert to the commons at some
point, but that authors ought to benefit from the sale of their work for a reasonable
length of time (14 years, renewable for another 14).
Today, there are two legitimate ways for using the works of others: First, one
can receive permission from the copyright holder (generally in return for money).
Second, one can use a portion of the work under ‘fair use’ provisions—with
acknowledgement. ‘Fair use,’ unfortunately, is not clearly defined, but any use of
up to ten percent of a work in a non-commercial (generally educational or scholarly)
will generally slide by, as long as attribution is clearly given.
The problem of plagiarism isn’t a problem with using the works of others, but
a problem of honesty and the law. Shakespeare wasn’t being dishonest by incorporating the words of Marlowe into his plays any more than Gus Van Sant was by
incorporating Shakespeare’s Henry the Fourth, Part I into his My Own Private
Idaho. Even if he hadn’t acknowledged it, the borrowing would be clear. No one
needs to provide references to quotes from Casablanca any longer. “Round up the
usual suspects.” “I’m shocked, shocked!” No one would accuse anyone of plagiarism for using those phrases.
No, plagiarism is something quite different from what Shakespeare was doing.
It is an attempt at personal gain through the unacknowledged work of others.
Through a hiding of the source. This subverts education, debasing the value of what
all students do when it is not quashed. It also perverts the various industries involved
in making money from the arts. Kaavya Viswanathan (in my view) was manipulated
into a position where she had no place else to turn, but to plagiarism. Young and
inexperienced, there is no way she could have lived up to her half-million-dollaradvance billing. So, she cheated.
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How does that look to the thousands of struggling writers who get a few thousand dollars for their books (if they get published at all), yet continue on—some of
whom are fine and creative, and original, writers and thinkers?
Another reason that plagiarism has to be considered a big deal is that the provenance of information is extremely important to scholarship and to reporting. A trail
needs to lead back to the sources, and the sources themselves need to be judged.
That trail is muddied into meaninglessness when plagiarism is concerned. In a time
of information explosion, it is harder and harder to know what to rely on. If we can
trace something back to, say, Bertrand Russell, we can feel that we don’t really have
to go further, for he has a certain reputation. If we aren’t able to trace things to
certain stopping points, we will be buried by the information, both viable and bogus,
surrounding us.
Pesca feels that plagiarism will be “no big deal” twenty years from now. I
disagree. I believe it will be even more important.

Levels of Plagiarism
07/07/06
Plagiarism! When we hear the word, we think devious undergraduates out for
the grade at any cost. Or we remember Doris Kearns Goodwin and Stephen Ambrose and careers taking a hit. Earlier in the year, it was a wannabe writer and blogger named Ben Domenech who felt the heat. Today it’s Ann Coulter.
Now, as a certified leftist (David Horowitz called me a “patriotic dissenter”
back when he was feeling kindly towards me), I’ll shed no tears for Coulter. However, I think we ought to think a little about what we talk about when we talk about
plagiarism—certainly before piling on more censure.
Hers is not plagiarism like Domenech’s—not the deliberate stealing of someone else’s work and putting one’s own name on it. It is a type of plagiarism that can
happen (almost) by accident—and certainly through carelessness. That doesn’t excuse it, but it should be seen in a different light.
Plagiarism, of course, has a great deal to do with research—and research is not
something everyone is capable of doing well, no matter the resources available to
them. Keeping the discussion just to research in the humanities and the social sciences, the universe of possibility has exploded over the last fifteen years, even for
those who already had access to university resources.
Furthermore, research in the humanities differs substantially from research in
the social sciences. In the former, research centers on the written word. In the latter,
written words play only a part (as “review of the literature,” etc.) in a broader process. By now, it should be a truism that social-science research cannot be conducted
solely through web resources, though people like Horowitz do keep trying (and failing). Fortunately, such people are not taken seriously by those who understand just
what sociological (say) research means.
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Humanities research, however, can be conducted successfully through the
words of others. And therein lies the problem.
Let me explain (anyone who has written for the humanities will recognize what
I describe): When I read, I dog-ear pages, underline passages, and make notes in
margins. If what I am reading is part of a research project, I go back to selected
passages once I am done and copy them into my computer. When I read online, I do
something similar, though it’s the easier cut-and-paste that results. I am very, very
careful with these passages, keeping them separate from my own prose and each
passage together with a reference note. These quotations each serve one of three
purposes: First, they serve as reminders for points I want to make, generally confirming a conclusion I had previously come to myself—or that I had run across elsewhere. These I generally delete after I have written my own related passage. Though
not original thoughts, I take care not to simply paraphrase them, let alone incorporate them wholesale into my work. A work I use in this manner will be noted in my
bibliography. Second, some passages serve as particularly well-phrased examples
of points I will be making in my own work. These I will quote directly, providing a
reference note. The quotes serve to affirm that the point I am making is confirmed
by others—that I am not making things up out of whole cloth. Third are the original
concepts of others that I want to incorporate into my own writing. Here, I may quote
or paraphrase, but I will always give direct credit, through a note, to the originator.
The types of plagiarism represented by misuse of these three purposes are quite
distinct. Purposefully plagiarizing someone’s common-knowledge and pedestrian
description is just plain stupid and needless. The information wouldn’t warrant a
citation in the first place (who cares where you learned that Hamilton, Madison, and
Jay were responsible, in that order of proportion, for The Federalist Papers?). Stealing someone’s beautiful phrasing and incorporating it into one’s own work without
acknowledgement is something of an aesthetic decision—and it has also been a part
of the creation of even great art for eons (that doesn’t make it right, but does make
it art), but it is not something I am willing to do (though I am perfectly willing to
echo them, as I do Raymond Carver in my second paragraph). There’s a limit to
even this: the original should never be hidden, as it was in the book by Kaavya
Viswanathan that got so much attention in 2006. This reaches the level of deceit
represented by the third, the much more problematic plagiarism and, I think, of a
type that should be taken much more seriously, for it is here that real damage can
be done to the originator.
I have trouble with plagiarism of all three of these three types—in ascending
significance—but only the third, and a certain type of the second, approaches (or
surpasses) the dishonesty of simply taking the work of another and putting one’s
own name on it. The others are annoyances worthy of chastisement, but they don’t
amount to much—though the owners of the rights to works of art co-opted this way
might argue otherwise.
The plagiarism of Ann Coulter strikes me as the result of sloppiness and inattention—plagiarism of the first type. The passages she plagiarized all seem to be
plebian. She probably used them simply out of laziness, not dishonesty. Why, after
all, use the mundane phrasing of another on a pedestrian topic? There’s nothing to
be gained and, as Coulter is learning, much to be lost. I can’t see how it could be
221

intentional. That doesn’t excuse her, but it does separate her from Domenech, who
claimed whole articles by others as his own.
What happened to her is probably what happened to Ambrose and Goodwin.
All three likely did what I do (or had underlings do it for them), but sufficient care
was not taken to keep the copied prose from original writings. They weren’t creating
art and they certainly weren’t involved in subterfuge—they simply did not paraphrase when they should have. The failure is not so much one of honesty but of care.
Though I would love to see Ann Coulter hung out to dry, I don’t think this is
the issue that should be used. She is not a scholar and has none of a scholar’s rigor
or attention to detail. Keeping her name in the news is her game, and she has to have
material allowing her to do that. As she is not attempting to add to any body of
knowledge, all she needs to do is slop together the thoughts of others, picking out
snippets that she can use. That she sometimes forgets to put those snippets into
words of her own is certainly one of her most minor, and inconsequential, faults.
Plagiarism of the sort Coulter engaged in certainly does need to be pointed
out—but the fact of it should not be used to destroy her career or get her thrown off
of the papers that carry her.
There are plenty of other reasons for that.

“Discussion” in a Faculty Office
11/28/07
Fiction? Yes. But….
Full Professor Irma Fayles has been teaching at the inner-city institution since
its days as a community college. Never having published a book, let alone an article,
she became a full professor at a time when the college had not re-envisioned itself
as a four-year school with a scholarship focus. Assistant Professor Sam Stamper is
new to the college but arrived with one book out already and another about to go to
press. He doesn’t yet know the “traditions” of the school and came with no preconceptions about its student population.
Fayles, recently assigned to observe Stamper, has decided that it is her job to
put this tyro in his place. He had asked her to attend his sophomore literature class
where the students, over the semester, were reading four novels, four plays, and a
number of works of poetry. The observation took place the day Doris Lessing was
awarded the Nobel Prize for Literature. This conversation followed a week later:
Fayles: First of all, I must admit that you have a strong presence in the classroom. And you’re clearly a good and dynamic actor. But I must caution you: beginning with a mention of Lessing is going to do nothing for these students. You’ve got
to consider who they are and what their backgrounds have been. They haven’t heard
of Lessing and aren’t likely to. This is just a bit of advice: work with things they
know or will need to know; leave out irrelevancies.
Stamper keeps his mouth shut, though he cannot bring himself to nod any
agreement. His chances of promotion and even retention, he knows, could be
222

affected by Fayles. But, behind his straight lips, he bristles: the students know a lot
more than many of his older colleagues believe and have experienced a good deal
in their short lives. Their world is no more limited than that of their professors.
Doris Lessing might or might not ever again appear as a name before them,
but now they could make some connection if she did. Furthermore, he thinks, there
is something essentially classist, if not racist, about what Fayles is saying. The implication is that, at a “better” school, one with fewer blacks and immigrants, speaking of Lessing might be OK. But not here. He silently rejects Fayles’ implied thesis
that, because the students come from what seems to her to be a limited background,
their teachers cannot expect them to move beyond it, and should not even encourage
them to try.
Fayles: I saw a lot of teaching in your class, a lot of pyrotechnics, but little
learning was going on. Too much performance by you and too little activity on the
part of the students. As a result, much of your class was wasted. You need to have
different tasks, each an activity for the students, each lasting fifteen minutes or so.
Otherwise you will lose them. Maybe have them read aloud, a paragraph each, and
then write for a few minutes.
Here again, Stamper keeps his mouth shut, and once more can’t bring himself
to nod. He simply sits and waits, looking at Fayles. Did Fayles see no difference
between the needs and techniques of a remedial (or even first-year composition)
classroom and a more advanced literature one? Or does she really believe that the
only sort of learning possible for these students lies in mastery of a series of small
tasks? In the context of this course, he is not interested in developing skills, but in
encouraging students to think and to develop enthusiasm for reading and ideas—
and he does not feel that reading a paragraph aloud or writing short paragraphs
would contribute to that. He wants to bring his students into a more sophisticated
dialog rather than falling into the simplistic thinking fostered by the sort of program
Fayles had described. His class is themed around questions of generation of
knowledge and his students are beginning to grasp and argue about the distinction
between the believed and the demonstrable. Neither five nor fifteen minutes of writing—or of small-group discussion—is going to further that. In another context, he
would be using what she is suggesting, but not here..
And little learning? No, he had seen a great deal of that exhibited in the papers
he had just returned to the students—book proposals, following the standard professional model, for works of fiction exhibiting some aspect of the problem of belief.
Some of these students, whom Fayles believed couldn’t manage a task exceeding a
quarter of an hour, had turned in creative and sophisticated ten-page proposals,
some of which would actually make intriguing novels.
Fayles, he thinks to himself, mistakes activity for learning, one of the side effects of the “student centered” pedagogies of the 1970s. Though there is much to be
said for Paulo Freire and his Pedagogy of the Oppressed, it is essentially a political
statement, and one that moves classroom pedagogy in one particular direction for
reasons that have as much to do with desire for cultural change as with the real
needs of teaching and the learning implied by the act of teaching. It has led to the
confusion of learning and doing, placing (for example) an undue emphasis on small
groups, short writings, and other in-class exercises. These have their place, of
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course, but they need not dominate every classroom. In fact, they should not. Furthermore, he reminds himself, what Fayles is promoting is a perversion of Freire,
for she is turning his methodology into a means for furthering oppression.
Fayles: Really, I don’t see why you should do the reading aloud, though you
are very good at it. Have the students do it. It’s good for them.
How patronizing, thinks Stamper, still silent. Anyway, I am not teaching reading, but am trying to show a group of students who have never seen it the beauty
prose can rise to. The passage I read was short, no more than a page or two, and
my purpose was for the students to hear the skill of the author and the beauty of the
phrasing without my telling them. There are times when it is appropriate and useful
for students to read aloud (I use play cuttings read by students, for example, when
teaching drama), but this was not one of them. Fayles, why have you put such a
blanket rule in place, stating categorically that, if text is to be read, students should
read it? I prefer a much more expansive and flexible view of the classroom. There
are, one might say, more arrows than one in my quiver—and I choose the one best
suited for the situation.
Now that I think on it, I wonder if she has actually read Freire, or had simply
heard tell of his describing and debunking what he calls the ‘banking model of education,’ where passive students just give back interest on what they had been
given—or worse, simply regurgitate what they have taken in. This was part of a
simplistic concept of audience present from the 1950s through the 1980s, and not
only in regard to the classroom. Watchers of television and movies were also considered passive receptacles. However, readers of books, for some reason, were not.
It was rarely recognized that watching could be just as active and intellectually
stimulating as reading. We are beyond that now, most of us, and realize that lack of
physical motion is not lack of intellectual activity. Fayles wants me to go backwards;
it’s not going to happen.
The movement towards now-misnomered “student-centered” classrooms was
a response, in part, to what was seen as a patronizing, paternal system of education
that, in many eyes, amounted to indoctrination, not education. The irony is that,
today, it is people like Fayles, insisting on the Freire-influenced classroom, who are
being accused (by critics on the political right) of indoctrinating rather than educating. The accusers, though I hate to admit it, are right to this extent: any attempt
to enforce a cookie-cutter model does lead to conformity and not to thought. And
the older models of education were not nearly as indoctrinating as many, in the heat
of a political moment, came to believe.
Teaching by example of knowledge and enthusiasm, as the best lecturers have
always done, amounts to something quite different from indoctrination. And it is a
necessary element in a good education—though never the only one. Not every
course should be a lecture/discussion of the sort Fayles observed, just as her model,
while admittedly useful in certain contexts, should not be universal. Many of us,
when we think back to the teachers who influenced us most, find that they were the
ones who lectured and discussed—with fervor and finesse. We weren’t indoctrinated
by these teachers but were led by their passion to explore on our own. When we
decide that such leaps into learning are not possible by our own students, we demean those students and block access to an important element of education. It was
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good enough for us, we are showing, but is beyond what they can handle. That is
unacceptable.
Since I began teaching, Stamper thinks, trying to be patient, observations have
been my bane. The checklist of small groups, exercises, and constant shifts in activity that has become the observation staple (to the point where students make jokes
about their professors adding these things to the class only when being observed)
has become quite stale. I will not lower myself any longer—as well I could—to playing this game, certainly not for an observer who does not recognize that both times
and students have changed.
Small groups were new and unusual in the 1970s, and students saw them as a
refreshing shift from the teacher-centric classroom they had been familiar with. To
many of today's students, however, the small group is something they “suffered” all
the way through high school. In fact, Stamper knows, all of the parts of that checklist
are things now more common to high school than to college. Today, if students are
to move beyond their high-school behavior, they have to be treated as something
other than high-school students, utilizing methodology other than what they earlier
experienced, methodology more demanding upon them. Methodology moving them
forward in their education, not simply providing the same thing over and over again,
class after class.
There's that other factor, of course: the computer. In a year or two, more than
a quarter of students nationally will be taking classes that are at least partially
online. Such classes are necessarily task oriented and many of them have to follow
the Fayles model. Simply to survive, on-campus classes are going to have to be
offering things online classes cannot. We need, Stamper believes, to accent the instructor as well as the student in the classroom today, not further reduce her or him
to the "facilitator" that some online programs actively promote. The leadership, the
broad knowledge, and the enthusiasm that a professor can show in the classroom
does not come through so well (at least, not in the same way) in online situations,
so should be emphasized if the "real" classroom is to survive.
Yet we must be careful, Stamper warns himself, in what we “say” to students
in our classrooms. Tasks of the sort Fayles wants utilized are seen by the students,
more often than not, as onerous. These do not engender a love of the art being studied but can lead in the opposite direction.
In a course where a skill (such as writing) is the central focus, task-oriented
classrooms are essential. In a course where the goal is much broader, tasks of the
sort Fayles insists on can deaden student enthusiasm for, and appreciation of, the
art. Certainly, they do little to enhance it.
Fayles: One of the basic rules of teaching is that students must be engaged at
all times. I saw students drifting in and out of the discussion. You need to draw them
all in.
What, she wants me to work down to the lowest rather than challenging the
highest in a way allowing the lowest to rise as well? Either way we do it, we risk
losing some of our students. Yes, I like teaching remedial classes, too, bringing the
struggling students to the point where they can attempt college work… but not every
class should be like that, focusing only on the lowest common denominator.
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Fayles: You need to be careful with the things you say, or you will lose the
students. You should have explained the “butterfly effect” when that came up. Some
of the students probably don’t know what it is.
More dumbing down, she wants? No thanks. What she is asking, again, is that
I stoop to what she believes is the level of my students, not demanding more from
them than they are used to giving—any of them can find out what the “butterfly
effect” is quite easily by asking others in the class or looking it up online. After all,
the mention wasn't mine, nor was understanding of it essential to the point being
made. The students don't need to be spoon-fed such things, anyway. My feeling,
again, is that more can be gained by demanding the students rise than by lowering
myself. Sure, a few students might be lost (I hope not)—but as many (if not more)
will disappear if I dumb things down—and all of them will be poorly served.
As she talks and Stamper does not respond, Fayles becomes angry, more and
more so with each stony lack of response to each comment. When her officemate
comes in and starts puttering around, she stops, waiting for the other to leave.
Stamper finally speaks, telling her it is OK if the other overhears. Fayles, trying to
smile, says it is not OK with her—and asks her colleague to withdraw. Once they
are again alone, she continues, her frustration with Stamper clearer than before.
Fayles: During the class, you brought up World War II a number of times.
That was a mistake. Our students have little knowledge of history; some confuse the
Civil War and World War II. It’s best to avoid history unless you are going to teach
it.
Understanding history, Stamper believes, is necessary for understanding literature. He has been laying out the basics necessary for the texts being covered
since the beginning of the semester. If he were to follow Fayles’ advice, he would
have to teach different texts, probably much simpler ones. And that would not suit
his purpose. We serve our students poorly, he believes, when we don’t open up the
unknown country.
This, he tells himself, is getting ridiculous. But, boy, is she steamed!
Fayles: And bringing in 9/11? That was gratuitous, facile, and unnecessary.
There is no reason to talk about something like that in a literature class.
What are you talking about, thinks Stamper, forcing himself not to respond.
9/11 was the most significant common event of the lives of today’s students. I wonder
if she would have said the same in 1969 about the assassination of JFK, same number of years earlier. 9/11 needs to be a part of our teaching for quite a number of
reasons, including the simple fact that it can be used to open all sorts of doors. Our
students, quite naturally, are interested in it; they perk up and listen. That makes
9/11 an effective entry into any number of topics.
This isn’t ridiculous… it’s stupid. He stifles a sigh.
Fayles’ anger is now clear in just about everything she says, her words becoming more and more accusatory in face of Stamper’s determined lack of response.
This young man just isn't listening, she realizes, isn't respecting the experience that
she brings to interaction with these students. But she goes on anyway.
Fayles: Another problem was that you didn’t ask the students enough questions and did not call on specific ones. You need to drag them into the conversation
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sometimes! And you should never answer the questions yourself. You did that at
least twice.
My goodness, more high school? It becomes like high school if I force students
to squirm under my eye as I put them on the spot. And I don't believe that is effective
pedagogy. All it does is embarrass the student. The last thing I want is for the classroom experience to be actively painful. I try to build a comfort zone into the classroom… which is one of the reasons my students show up. Maybe you didn’t notice,
Fayles, but all 30 of them were there.
What time is it? Five minutes to the hour. Ah, good! I’ve an excuse for getting
out of here and I had better use it—or I’ll end up saying what I think, and that won’t
get us anywhere.
Stamper: I’ve got to go teach.
He stands and leaves without another word.

On Protocol
12/09/07
When I returned to academic life after well more than a decade away, I had a
lot of fast learning to do. One recent lesson was on the importance of protocol.
From a different perspective, that is, than I had experienced running a business.
When you're the boss, when the company is one you've created and run yourself, you do put procedures in place—and you hope that your employees will follow
them. But you are taking a holistic approach—and are developing means to achieve
specific and clear goals, or to solve immediate problems. There's no “institutional
memory” involved... hell, you are the institution.
In a huge university system like CUNY (with more than 20 campuses) and a
history going back some 160 years, the situation is... how can I say it... slightly different. Things that seem arcane and guaranteed to confuse can actually turn out to
have merit. So, I am finding, it is useful to go along with the system (though I can't
believe I'm saying that) until you have seen its effect and can judge its utility through
fuller knowledge of the situation.
A year ago, during my first tenure-track semester at New York City College
of Technology, I met with the colleague who had observed my class for the obligatory post-observation conference. He sat me down and handed me his report. I immediately pulled out a pen and made to sign it.
He stopped me. “Read it first.”
“Oh, I'll read your suggestions for improvement, but I know I'm fine with
whatever you say.”
“Read the whole thing. That's how it's done. Just do it to humor me. After all,
I had to write it. And if I can follow procedure, so can you.”
And so, I did, and we talked for a bit about the class... and then I signed. The
whole thing was relatively painless and, I have to admit, I got something from it.
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A year later, my fictional friend Sam Stamper had a rather peculiar observation
conference that he worried might have a negative impact on his career. He didn't
keep quiet about it, though, and asked a number of people what to do, including his
union representative.
The union person told him that any observation report by Professor Fayles
concerning that particular class and conference would be grounds for a grievance if
it ended up in his personnel file.
Why? Because Fayles had not done what the man who observed me had: she
had not written up her report before the conference, violating the protocol set forth
in our union agreement. The Collective Bargaining Agreement that governs many
of our professional actions is quite explicit:
Each observer shall submit, through the department
chair, a written observation report... within one week of the
observation....
The department chairperson shall schedule the post-observation conference for the employee within two weeks after
receipt of the written observation report. The post-observation
conference shall include the employee and the observer. (Article 18, 2.a and 2.b)
Stamper, of course, immediately arranged for a second observation by another
observer—one that followed protocol exactly.
When I was so cavalier about protocol last year, I was brushing aside as merely
bureaucratic nicety what I now realize is important protection for both parties in an
observation. The man who insisted we follow the rules, a veteran CUNY professor,
knew exactly what he was doing and why.
By forcing the observer to write a report (and a report whose parts are clearly
spelled out on the required form) before the post-observation conference, and by
inserting another person (the chair), a brake is placed on the process, if needed.
When we write, we edit ourselves, trying words out and seeing, sometimes, that
what we had intended to say is inappropriate. Fayles would have benefited by writing first, most certainly. During the conference, she would have had something to
refer to and probably would have stuck to it, never getting quite so angry or accusatory.
Even if her writing had carried in it her frustration with what Stamper represented to her (a change in the department that threatens to leave her behind), the
chair would have been able to intercept her report, keeping her from presenting it to
Stamper. Fayles and the chair could have talked privately, giving her a chance to air
her grievances and the chair an opportunity to try to bring her in line with what he
is trying to do to create a broader and more dynamic department.
But Fayles, like I would have before this incident, decided to ignore protocol
and do things her own way. The result was a meeting that did no one any good and
an observation report that, when finally written, alit in no file but that classic circular
one.
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Plagiarism: Honestly!
03/03/08
Two recent plagiarism cases point clearly to what should already have been
obvious: Our ways of viewing plagiarism neither solve the problem nor further academic discussion. If anything, they may do more the opposite, even setting a roadblock to clear, careful discussion and even to academic freedom.
In “The Ecstasy of Influence” for Harper’s (February 2007), the novelist Jonathan Lethem tries to raise this issue, pointing out that everything written and spoken
is, in some sense, plagiarized and pointing out that concern for plagiarism is, in
many more senses, a smokescreen for a desire for ownership. Also recognizing this,
Erik Campbell, writing in Virginia Quarterly Review (“We Few, We Hapless Few,”
(Spring 2007), tries to divert the discussion into two types of plagiarism, Hard and
Soft, the first dealing with the words themselves, the second dealing with ideas. He
ends his essay with this:
And so, naturally, I then began to think about Alice
Cooper and how he stole some stage theatrics from Screamin’
Jay Hawkins and how Ozzy Osbourne later stole much of
Cooper’s iconography and how Marilyn Manson is really an
amalgam of the Cooper–Ozzy archetype and I tried and tried
to quiet my mind and find sleep. To sleep. Aye, perchance to
dream . . .
And although I read somewhere that every breath we
take contains a molecule of Caesar’s dying breath, I breathed
deeply anyway, hoping that—if not my breath—then my
dreams might prove to be my own.
But part of me knew better.
Faithfully yours,
Dionysus
With the connectivity that underpins our language, languages, and life, there’s
no real originality, never was. All comes from, comes from, comes from… even
when it seems startling and different.
Most of us academics and journalists do understand this, yet we also manage
to hold that plagiarism is a sin of the first rate, blasting the culprits while utilizing
the crime and its results, confusing unsophisticated writers and students.
In the first of the recent cases, a Bush administration religious-right advocate
was caught (“Bush Aide Resigns After Admitting Plagiarism” by Sheryl Gay Stolberg, The New York Times, 03/01/08):
A review by The News-Sentinel found that of the 38 columns Mr. [Tim] Goeglein published since 2000, 19 included
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plagiarized material, according to Mr. [Kerry] Hubartt [editor of the Fort Wayne, Indiana News-Sentinel]. He said the
paper would no longer publish work by Mr. Goeglein, whom
he described as “well respected here by a lot of people.”
“There was no reason for it that I can see,” Mr. Hubartt
said, noting that Mr. Goeglein had submitted columns voluntarily and had no deadlines to meet. “He was not under any
pressure.”
Hubartt’s comment is significant: Goeglein, though he was certainly sloppy
and probably dishonest, clearly didn’t know the rules of the game. He could easily
have gotten away with what he did by changing the wording ever so slightly, by
make clear attribution to the sources of ideas, and by quoting directly at least some
of the time. None of this would have been more difficult—nor would it have reduced
the “value” of his columns in anyone’s eyes.
What would the difference have been, in anyone’s eye? Very little. But, having
been caught, Goeglein is without his White House job.
The second case is more troubling, for the accused brings in questions of race
and hints of those of academic integrity (“Columbia Cites Plagiarism by a Professor” by Karen Arenson and Elissa Gootman, The New York Times, 02/21/08):
The college said Dr. [Madonna] Constantine was being
penalized, but did not say what the penalty was. A spokeswoman for the college, Marcia Horowitz, said Teachers College did not have set rules governing plagiarism or how it
should be punished.
Dr. Constantine, in an e-mail message to faculty and students on Wednesday, called the investigation “biased and
flawed,” and said it was part of a “conspiracy and witch hunt
by certain current and former members of the Teachers College community.”
“I am left to wonder whether a white faculty member
would have been treated in such a publicly disrespectful and
disparaging manner,” she wrote.
Constantine is accused of using parts of a student dissertation in her own published articles, without acknowledgement. Though I do not know the particulars, I
suspect she is hinting that she knows, as we all do (in academia), that the practice
of using unpublished student work unacknowledged in one’s own work for publication is rather more common than it should be. This fact makes the singling out of
any one scholar open for accusations of the sort Constantine brings a little uncomfortable for many.
Both Geoglein and Constantine have been dishonest, and their sin has been in
getting caught—in not being quite careful enough in their dishonesty.
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What’s the difference, after all, in what they’ve done, and that of a journalist
or scholar whose publications are impeccable? A few words, that’s all, of attribution. A following of form.
Yes, I understand the importance of ownership in a society such as ours, where
personal and group success are made possible (in part) through our rights over our
“own” creations. But ownership is, itself, something of a fiction: Our idea of land
ownership, for example, is something we’ve made up and codified. It has no reality;
its base is simply common agreement that an outsider might easily misunderstand.
Just so, we’ve made our rules for ownership of intellectual property, rules that we
insiders understand, but the stranger might not. So, it is generally the desperate and
naïve, people lacking understanding of how to negotiate the system, who get
caught—or the careless. Or, possibly, people like Constantine, operating on the
premise that “everyone does it” then screaming discrimination when they get caught
(don’t get me wrong: discrimination may be there—I don’t know).
Except in the case of the careless (and I include Stephen Ambrose and Doris
Kearns Goodwin in this category), there is dishonesty here, true. And it should be
treated as that. But, with plagiarism so often so little different from what goes on as
standard journalistic or academic activity, couldn’t we change our attitude towards
it just a little?
Couldn’t we start seeing it as a question of honesty and, sometimes, even a
misunderstanding of the rules governing incorporation of the work of others into
one’s own? Can’t we start treating the plagiarist with a little more understanding,
recognizing that much of what any of us does, as Lethem and Campbell point out
(Lethem even deliberately and playfully plagiarizes in his piece), is little different,
ultimately, from what the plagiarist does?
Most journalists and academics, I am sure, will respond with a resounding
“No!” But, again as both Campbell and Lethem point out, they have plagiarized
themselves. The only difference is that they have done it by the rules.

Discussion in a Faculty Office, Part II
07/06/12
It has been almost five years since I’ve written about Sam Stamper, the young
Assistant Professor who was taken to task by one of the most senior full professors
in his department following a classroom observation. We left Stamper as he ran off
to teach.
After class, he contacted his union representative and filed a grievance against
Professor Fayles and asked his department chair to schedule another observation.
The chair conducted it himself. When, a few months later, the grievance succeeded,
the report Fayles submitted was removed from Stamper’s file, the glowing one from
the chair remaining.
Though the bullying attempted by Fayles did not succeed, that was not the end
of such incidents in the department. Today, with a new chair and quite a number of
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retirements (including Fayles’), the atmosphere is quite different—though inappropriate attempts at intimidation do still happen, even to Stamper.
The college has a seven-year tenure clock and Stamper’s turn came up last fall.
He decided to apply for promotion to Associate at the same time. In both cases, he
was successful. Tenure and promotion will commence at the start of the fall, 2012
semester. The process was not without pitfall, however, and bullying once again
interfered in what should have been a much more collegial (though rigorous) process.
Professor Anthony Scolia, whose specialty is the history of the English language, is one of the only senior members of the department with real scholarly credentials. Though he never has produced a book, his articles have appeared in respected venues and he has been an influential officer in several professional organizations. Proud and a little bitter over having spent his career far from the research
institutions where he feels he belongs, Scolia has always seen himself as different
from his professional colleagues at the college. He does, however, take his responsibilities to the department seriously, actually reading promotion files (for example)
before voting on them—something few of he colleagues bother to do.
Stamper shares an office with seven other junior faculty, a long room with an
aisle down the middle and alcoves separated by moveable dividers. The eight can
talk together, if they want, by simply rolling their chairs a few feet towards the middle, from where all eight desks can be easily seen. One day last fall, Scolia walked
into the office and stopped at the centermost point in the aisle, near Stamper’s desk,
which was one of the middle two on the left. Five of the occupants happened to be
there at the time.
“I have a bone to pick with you.” One hand behind his back, he stared at
Stamper, who looked up in surprise. “Take out a dictionary.”
“No.” Stamper had no idea what was going on, but he wasn’t going to accept
such condescension. “Just tell me what your problem is.”
“What does ‘adumbrate’ mean?”
“You tell me…. I’m sorry, but I don’t understand your point.”
Scolia brought his hand forward. It had been concealing oneee of Stamper’s
books, borrowed from the promotion file. “On page 13 of this book of yours, you
use the word incorrectly.”
Stamper stared up at Scolia, who was now leaning over him, the book waving
under Stamper’s chin. In defense, Stamper stood, finding himself nose-to-nose with
Scolia.
He didn’t know what to do or what to say. Sandbagged, he wasn’t willing to
argue a point of definition with a man who had made a career out of the minutia of
the English language—a man who, also, would soon be sitting in judgment on him
on the Peers Committee. But, with four colleagues watching, he couldn’t let this
pass. So, he changed the subject, doing something he should not have done, for he
knew what would hurt Scolia most, what his greatest career disappointment was.
“If you had ever written a book, you would know that errors get through, and
in every single case. Now, give me that book,” he grabbed it out of Scolia’s hand,
“it belongs in the chair’s office.” He stalked out of the office, leaving Scolia staring
after him, speechless.
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Even as he slipped the book back in its folder, Stamper, still angry, knew he
had done the wrong thing. In his mind, he was already composing what he knew
would be a necessary apology. By the next day, he had both emailed Scolia and
spoken to him personally, telling him he had reacted poorly. Scolia did nod graciously but said nothinig.
And ‘adumbrate’? Had Stamper used it incorrectly?
He looked carefully at his book, at the passage. He had, he saw, been using
two meanings, the one (‘to obscure’) carrying ironic hints of the other (‘to foreshadow’). Clearly, he had failed to communicate the nuance he had intended, but…
all he could imagine was that Scolia had seized on the first thing he had seen that
could be used to put Stamper in his place.
Looking a little deeper into the book, Stamper winced. There was plenty in it
he could be criticized for and he knew it, remembering problems as he paged
through.
It was a good thing, he thought to himself, that Scolia had stopped so quickly
and on such a trivial point.

Bowing to the ‘Quality’
04/02/17
Anyone who teaches at a community college, an urban state university or almost anywhere outside of the top research institutions has run across it: We are not
the equals of the scholars at Harvard, the University of Chicago and others of their
ilk. Nor are we quite the teachers they are; our students, of course, will rarely match
theirs. Or so we are told—perhaps not in words, but by the ways we are sometimes
treated at conferences and elsewhere.
We live in a situation where, as I have quoted before, the academic “Lowells
speak only to Cabots, And Cabots speak only to God.” This isn’t new; the perceptions have been around for centuries.
Yet there are students at the lowliest community college who can run circles,
intellectually, around certain Yale undergraduates and whose teachers elicit more
improvement from their students than do many of their counterparts at Columbia.
There is creative writing being produced by instructors for journals at their local
institutions that is more interesting than much of what comes from the faculty at the
Iowa Writers’ Workshop—and the scholarship by faculty members of almost unknown institutions published in nearly unheard of journals can be more groundbreaking than that found in Annual Review of Psychology.
True, there is so much out there today that we need metrics of some type to
help us with our sorting, but we can’t be forgetting that using them is akin to reliance
on stereotypes. Just because we have sorted something (or someone) out does not
justify looking down our noses at it (or them). Yet we do. And that’s just as bad as
judging someone by the clothes they wear, the dialect they speak or, yes, the color
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of their skin. It continues elitist attitudes that slam the door against certain people
and provide frameworks of self-justification for those holding it closed.
I do teach my students to be aware of venue as they read. I want them to know
what it means when a book is published by Cambridge University Press and not
Cambridge Scholars Publishing. I want them to understand that a poem published
in The New Yorker is considered differently from one published in a chapbook put
out by a local collective. What I don’t want is for them to assume, based on venue,
that one is better than the other. That sort of worth needs to be determined by examination of the works themselves.
The same is true of people. Where they went to school (or where they teach)
is no certain indication of their worth—it’s not even a good starting point for judging
them. Yet even the most ‘liberal’ of us in academia use this as a basic sorting tool.
To make matters worse, the distinction is based on dishonest premises. People
do not attend (or graduate from) elite institutions solely based on their accomplishments or even their potential. The same holds true for their faculties. They are not
hired simply because they are the best, but because of where they come from and,
in a scholarly sense, who they know.
A report in The Washington Post (“At U-Va., a ‘watch list’ flags VIP applicants for special handling” by T. Rees Shapiro, 04/01/17) claims that the “University
of Virginia’s fundraising team for years has sought to help children of wealthy
alumni and prominent donors who apply for admission, flagging their cases internally for special handling.” That, for any of us who work in higher education, is not
even really news. Most of the elite schools do the same, or more, for applicants who
come from money. Years ago, I knew someone who was incensed when the Wharton School didn’t accept his daughter into the MBA program he had graduated
from—even though he had recently given the school $15,000. ‘Why didn’t they let
me know it wasn’t enough?’ he fumed.
There are plenty of other reasons that children of the upper classes dominate
the ‘elite’ colleges and universities, none of which is fair to those sorted out. Privilege has its perks (how’s that for a tautology?), as we all know. Institutions of higher
learning, however, should not be placing icing and candles on them and singing
“Happy Birthday” as they pass them out.
So used are we to sorting in academic settings that we rank just about everything without even thinking about it, without even noticing that we often have our
fingers on the scales as we make our decisions.
Andrew Hoffman, a professor at the University of Michigan, in an article for
Inside Higher Ed (“In Praise of ‘B’ Journals,” 03/28/17), argues that, even in the
way we consider scholarly journals, we warp “the scientific process by narrowing
the scope of impact to one type of journal, which reaches one type of audience using
one type of content and style.” That is, we rank journals at almost all institutions
where publishing is part of re-appointment, promotion and tenure (RPT). These
days, it is as important where we publish as what, ‘impact factors’ being as much a
part of the journal (or press, for that matter) as of the import of the particular scholarship. I know one scholar who parlayed his dissertation into a book from a prestige
press—and who published nothing more afterwards than a screed in a top journal
about how no one had paid attention to his book (the article, on top of the book,
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proved enough to get him to full-professor status). He liked to dismiss work by more
productive (and influential) colleagues who work did not appear in venues quite so
vaunted.
Because scholarly publishing has changed so much in the digital age and so
much more is published each year, it becomes almost impossible for faculty to evaluate their colleagues’ work on its own merits. There’s too much of it and, often, the
topics (even in a single discipline) can be far from one’s own area of expertise. As
a result, work is sorted by venue. As Hoffman writes, there are junior faculty “who
say they cannot publish in a particular journal because it is not on their institution’s
A list and therefore will ‘not count’ toward their accomplishments.” This, as Hoffman goes on to claim, is “anti-intellectual,” yet it is common practice in today’s
academic departments.
Few people actually read the articles and books in a personnel file. They take
a look at the venues and maybe skim a page or two—and check to see if the work
has been cited and where. This process, of course, raises the walls around the elite
venues, keeping most everything else out in a climate and age where we should all,
in academia, be working to expand access and understanding. Hoffman ends by
quoting Daniel Cabrera of the Mayo Clinic, “our job is not to create knowledge
obscura, trapped in ivory towers and only accessible to the enlightened; the
knowledge we create and manage needs to impact our communities.” This cannot
happen in an environment where we worship (and speak only to) elites.
Whatever we may think of the protests against Charles Murray, who extols the
virtues of an elite (without really understanding the factors that go into creating it),
most of us in academia claim an egalitarian philosophy of one sort or another. In
our actions, however, from selection of students to vision of institutions to evaluation of scholarship, we act to promote and protect our own academic elite—even,
strangely enough, when we are not part of it.
Even as we flatter ourselves for teaching in institutions (those of us who do)
reaching out to a wide population of potential students, we disparage our students
for not being able to produce what a Princeton undergraduate can, we put down our
institutions for not living up to R1 status, and we snub the work of our colleagues
for not reaching the mythically created A lists of our fields.
We venerate the elite, and support it, even when we are not really part of it.
Like 18th century English country folk, we step aside and doff our hats to the ‘quality.’
Even though the ‘quality’ don’t often deserve more than do the lowliest adjuncts. Or colleges. Or students.

Can We Move Beyond Our RPT
Assumptions?
02/01/19
“Peer review,” cried the provost, “that’s the gold standard.”
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Sometimes it seems like the only standard. And we are being told to grasp it
strongly.
Why not?
It lets us off the hook. Accepting it without question, we can ignore at least a
couple of the urgent concerns regarding Reappointment, Promotion, Tenure (RPT)
swirling about us today: In our exploded (and explosive) environment what is a
“peer,” anyhow? And what does “review” mean when there are now myriad editorial structures and possibilities for evaluation? Come to think of it, does “peer review” mean the same thing in different fields? Should it?
Is “peer review” even appropriate as a single standard in fields as different as
Physics and Culinary Arts?
When, for American scholars, recognition of peers eligible to conduct review
was decided upon by colleagues who were editors housed at elite American or European universities (and who conveniently ignored the vast majority of otherwise
qualified respondents at “lesser” institutions or elsewhere in the world), there was
very little concern over selection of peers as reviewers. Both reviewers and editors
were part of a gatekeeping structure of long-standing tradition.
Today, a peer reviewer can be almost anyone. There are no standards and the
editor/gatekeepers come from diverse environments, some of them outside of academia. The decisions they make are as wide-ranging as are, today, the putatively
“academic” journals and presses appearing in every field. So great has been the
growth of scholarly venues contributing legitimately to every conceivable discipline
that we can no longer even limit ourselves to what we once considered “top tier”
venues, for the changing streams of publication have swept many of them into backwaters.
The “review” of “peer review” has always been suspect. For generations,
scholars have complained about reviewers who used their positions to further their
own positions and students and to black-ball those of their competitors. Long has
been the struggle for openness in peer review, a move away from the “blind peer
review” that was once the academic standard. In some fields, though, review prior
to publication has been—and is—critical and should not be constrained.
One of the first questions of reviewer in a scientific field is, “Are the results
replicable?” That is, would a repetition of the events of the study lead to the same
conclusions? In some fields, this has fallen away as a part off pre-publication review
to the extent that, years later, articles are having to be retracted for the simple reason
that others cannot reach the same results. This is unfortunate.
In other fields, though, replicability is irrelevant. How would it apply to Victorian literature? Oh, maybe someone providing a statistical analysis of word usage
in Wilkie Collins might expect their numbers to be challengeable, at least, but, that
type of study is still an outlier. Perhaps awareness of prior work (“review of the
literature”) needs to be shown, but that’s not even always the case. So, just what
should a reviewer be looking for?
Different fields are addressing this question in differing ways, some moving
to open processes of review that themselves can become part of the intellectual discussion necessary for keeping all academic activity alive. Others are experimenting
with different alternatives, many possibly just as positive. Unfortunately, the range
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of review possibilities, even in restrictive fields, shows little cohesion, making any
discussion of the meaning of “review” almost—meaningless.
Our contemporary over-reliance on peer review as the gold standard in RPT
stems, in part, from the fact that our departmental peer committees are often overwhelmed and underprepared when it comes to the decisions brought before them.
As it has grown into an emerging global network, academia has also fractured,
pieces within particular disciplines becoming unrecognizable (and unevaluatable)
to people within those very fields. Thus, unable to personally evaluate even the work
of departmental colleagues, peers have turned to reliance on the reviewers selected
by the venues of publication.
This reliance begs two questions: Are the reviewers up to the task? And, Are
the specific review processes appropriate to the particulars of any one field?
As more and more institutions of higher education are emphasizing, more and
more strongly, faculty contributions to scholarship as part of the RPT process, it is
becoming more and more important to move beyond a reliance on the simplistic
vision of peer review that may have once sufficed. It is time for provosts and the
faculties they lead to begin to develop RPT standards and procedures appropriate to
the individual needs of their institutions and the divergent ones of their departments.
At the same time, we need to start investigating the methodologies of review—and
gatekeeping—that surround us.
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The Professor Profession
In another one of those assumptions about the validity of barriers and silos, I
have been asked why I care about k-12 education. I am a college professor, so why
not stick just to that?
Taking an absurd question seriously, I answer that the courses that concern
me the most are First Year Composition (FYC) and that my ability to be effective in
them lies heavily in an understanding of the education the students received prior
to entering college. What I do in the classroom is absolutely dependent upon what
the students have experienced before.
Many of my peers think I am foolish to be looking down instead of up. They
see the goal of their careers to be teaching within research institutions where they
can focus almost solely on graduate students. Having taught just one graduate
course over the past twenty years, and having hated it, my focus is somewhat different.
Be that as it may, ours is a wide-ranging profession covering institutions as
different as can be imagined and students whose needs and desired are as varied as
the world. It’s a good thing there are professors who would fail outside of an elite,
research environment but who flower there. The opposite is just as important.
*****
Academic freedom, one of the foundations of the professor profession, is not a
right but a bargain—a compact. It is what American society provides teacher/scholars so that society can get the best results from the work of those academics; it’s a
necessary part of any thriving intellectual community. It means, though, that society
also needs to be lenient concerning academic utterances that go beyond the boundaries of various proprieties. And it means that academics need to police themselves,
especially, through practices of hiring, re-appointment, promotion and tenure
(RPT) that need to be controlled by the faculty.
Defining the limits of academic freedom is a particularly rocky process—or
has been so, at least, for the past twenty years. Some want to confine it to full-time,
even tenured, academics. Others see it more expansively, as something that should
include part-time instructors (adjuncts) or, even more radically, anyone involved at
all in an academic institution—including students. Some want it to apply only to any
particular professor’s area of specialization while others believe strongly that it
should include all statements, public and private, that the professor might make, no
matter the subject. Some people conflate academic freedom with freedom of speech,
seeing the former as almost a foundational American right while others see it as a
privilege given on sufferance but with a limit to toleration.
Questions of academic freedom have become public as means of communications evolved into the digital, access to the conversations of scholars became more
general. Scholars have entered, more than ever before, public conversations, which,
of course, have also grown through new-media applications such as blogs, Facebook, YouTube and Twitter and other social media entities. that it never before had.
The resulting debates, though sometimes veering toward the repressive or the
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anarchic, continue to be important, for they strengthen understanding both of the
nature of academic pursuits and of necessary national discussions.

Where "Academic Freedom" Belongs
07/24/06
In a guest op-ed, “Conspiracy Theories 101,” in The New York Times on
07/23/06, Stanley Fish, one of the preeminent scholars of the last half century,
wrote:
All you have to do is remember that academic freedom
is just that: the freedom to do an academic job without external interference. It is not the freedom to do other jobs, jobs
you are neither trained for nor paid to perform. While there
should be no restrictions on what can be taught — no list of
interdicted ideas or topics — there should be an absolute restriction on appropriating the scene of teaching for partisan
political ideals. Teachers who use the classroom to indoctrinate make the enterprise of higher education vulnerable to its
critics and shortchange students in the guise of showing them
the true way.
Well, yes. But it is also a lot more than just that, and that proscription is not
needed.
In a way, by providing it, Fish is reacting to the David Horowitz crowd which
uses “academic freedom” as a wedge to push for legislative oversight in our universities. Horowitz is a rightwing agitator who has recognized that most people don’t
know the difference between “freedom of speech” and “academic freedom,” so
pushes for student “academic freedom” in the face of professors who, he claims,
don’t give room for competing views—especially those espoused by students. They
deliberately try to draw the likes of Fish into a debate whose parameters they define
in order to reach their goal, which is outside (read “rightwing”) control of the classroom and the campus, particularly in public institutions.
Fish recognizes, of course, that “academic freedom” doesn’t apply to students
(or even to their research). He defines “academic freedom” as “the freedom of academics to study anything they like; the freedom, that is, to subject any body of material, however unpromising it might seem, to academic interrogation and analysis.”
And he is right—as far as that goes.
Let me repeat: academic freedom has nothing to do with student work in the
classroom. Nor does it have anything to do with pedagogy. It’s a basis for unfettered
research and public contribution only, though that does have an impact on the classroom (and should). Undergraduate research isn’t the “real” research of an academic
but is an exercise meant to teach skills that can be later used for “real” research. Fish
would probably agree.
240

American colleges are designed to thwart indoctrination, and they do a good
job of it. There is, at least, no real documentation of any widespread success by
anyone in American colleges and universities at indoctrinating students, no matter
what Horowitz might say. Teacher views do need to dominate in the classroom—
and are often useful within them. They can’t be kept out (it is impossible to be “objective” in any field) so ways have been found to make sure no individual personality dominates student learning.
*****
Though I do not mean to say that student views should not be respected (they
should be), the classroom is not a place of democracy or equality—though many
teachers in the sixties and seventies tried to pretend it is so (‘a community of learners’ and other such). It cannot be; the professor not only evaluates the students in a
much more substantial way than the students do the professor, but the professor has
a great deal more experience with the subject matter than do the students. Our system of study in our universities is set up with this fact in mind—and tries to counteract its ill effects by requiring some 40 different courses for graduation, generally
from different professors. As I said, those who designed the system wanted to make
sure the students are exposed to different views.
And they should be—but not at the expense of the focus and plan of the individual course. Breadth happens best through exposure to differing approaches in
differing classes and not through pretenses at balance. For many other reasons, particularly because of limitations of time, it makes no sense to police each individual
course for heterodoxy—nor could that be effective, except, paradoxically, to
dampen free thought and, yes, even academic freedom.
In addition, trying to promote classrooms that cover all sides of any issue necessarily brings too much control over the classroom to too many different people—
most of whom would not be directly involved in instruction. No individual professor, after all, can be trusted (no one can) to give equal weight to every theory. So,
outsiders start to have much more influence when attempts at conformity (demanding “balance” is a demand for a kind of conformity).
*****
What the professor has to do, as Fish says, is to keep indoctrination out of the
classroom. One of the only ways to do that, though, is to get people to understand
that “academic freedom” doesn’t belong in the classroom either. If a professor is
indoctrinating students in the classroom, that should be addressed—but with questions of “academic freedom” completely aside.
Fish argues:
There is a world of difference, for example, between surveying the pro and con arguments about the Iraq war, a perfectly appropriate academic assignment, and pressing students to come down on your side. Of course the instructor who
presides over such a survey is likely to be a partisan of one
position or the other — after all, who doesn’t have an opinion
on the Iraq war? — but it is part of a teacher’s job to set personal conviction aside for the hour or two when a class is in
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session and allow the techniques and protocols of academic
research full sway.
The thing is, no one can really put conviction aside. Students are not fools;
they know where their teachers stand.
Professors need to make it their business to be fair to students and their viewpoints, but there is no need to insist that they pretend there is equal weight to both
sides of an issue. This, though, has nothing to do with academic freedom; it has to
do with appropriate behavior in the classroom—another topic altogether. Yet, when
we engage in that discussion, many people do start to think we are still talking about
“academic freedom”—when we are not, not really.
Fish’s mistake is based on conflation of the job of teaching with the job of
research, placing them both under the umbrella “academic job.” Certainly, many
academics (though not nearly all) do work in both fields—but the two are not the
same. “Academic freedom” is primarily an aspect of the research job even though it
helps make the teaching job possible.
It’s when we start considering academic freedom in terms of the teaching job
alone that we start to get into trouble. We then open the door to attacks by people
like Horowitz, whose ultimate goal is to control the research as well as the teaching—through complaints about the teaching (about indoctrination, but without ever
verifying that it is happening—but, again, that’s another story).
Teaching requires diversity and it requires freedom, but it does not require
“academic freedom.” Research requires “academic freedom,” but diversity can even
be irrelevant (though not always). Why? Because the student needs broad exposure
while the professional (as opposed to student) researcher needs to know, more than
anything else, that she/he will not be punished for exploring unpopular pathways.
When we start mixing these together, all we are doing is providing a broad avenue
of attack for the enemies of academia.

Academic Freedom: Naïve and Circumscribed
10/16/06
John Friedl, who teaches at the University of Tennessee at Chattanooga in the
departments of Political Science, Public Administration and Nonprofit Management, and Accounting and Finance, has written an article for David Horowitz’s
FrontPage Magazine (no longer indexed on the magazine and “excluded” from archive.org’s Wayback Machine) in which he argues for “teaching the subject matter
using appropriate viewpoint-neutral techniques.” I don’t like calling belief in such
a possibility naïve, but it is no more possible in actual practice than is the “objectivity” that many journalists aspire to.
Of course, our beliefs, religious, political, or of any other sort, influence everything we do. To pretend otherwise is either disingenuous or naïve, and I would
hate to think that Friedl has some hidden agenda, so I am left with seeing him as
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something of a naïf. For a century, we have been grappling with the possibility of
“objectivity,” and discussions have always proved inconclusive. The problem
comes down to ontology, ultimately to belief, an unacceptable basis for “objectivity.” “Objectivity” requires “truth.” Otherwise, “relativity” reigns. Yet “truth” isn’t
available to us as an absolute, only as an unprovable assumption. Therefore, “objectivity,” though it may be an admirable goal, is something that, even if it can be approached, can never be reached—for the truth behind it can never be proven absolutely.
Be that as it may, there are other—and more practical—problems with Friedl’s
article—and with his vision of “academic freedom.”
[A side note: oddly enough, though he opposes David Horowitz’s attempt to
bring his “Academic Bill of Rights” into law, Friedl accepts Horowitz’s argument
that
no legislation connected with his “Academic Bill of Rights” is
binding (they are only resolutions about the importance of intellectual diversity), and that he does “not believe legislatures
are suited to fixing the academic problems that need to be addressed. Only the university itself can do this.”
As he is a lawyer as well as an academic, one would think this contention
would lead Friedl to ask why, then, Horowitz wants laws endorsing that “Academic
Bill of Rights.” One does not advocate for laws that are only advisory in nature.]
Even if I assume that academic freedom does apply to pedagogy (which I
don’t, not completely), what concerns me most about Friedl’s article are assertions
like this:
whatever one’s position might be on an issue, be it political,
social, religious, or any other topic, a professor should not
use the forum of a captive audience in a classroom as an opportunity to express his or her views with the intention of convincing students of the correctness of that position. Only in the
rare instance when the subject of the course is clearly appropriate for the injection of personal beliefs, and the students
are adequately informed in advance, may the professor be
considered within the bounds of academic freedom to express
his or her own viewpoints, but even then there should be appropriate opportunity and respect for contrary views of others
in the class.
Freidl, here, elides the core problems of “academic freedom” through his
“should not/may/should” structure.
His first statement, that a professor “should not” use the classroom to indoctrinate is a bit of a red herring, a false opposition to the “may” and “should” of the
next sentence. Of course, no professor should see his or her position as providing an
opportunity for brainwashing. But that’s not the point and is irrelevant to any discussion of “academic freedom” anyway.
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I should be clear: Friedl is not writing of “academic freedom” in its older (yet
still active) sense of the freedom to conduct research in unpopular areas or to publish
unpopular views. He is restricting himself to “academic freedom” in the classroom.
Here, the professor is given the freedom to reach the competencies that define the
course in a manner consistent with that professor’s sense of the field of endeavor.
The American university system provides a great deal of latitude here, but also has
safeguards in place. Professors go through a long process of vetting, one that begins
in graduate school, and do not get far along in the tenure process without gaining
the confidence of their colleagues. Also, students are encouraged (in fact, they are
forced) to take only a limited number of courses from any one professor. Most college students will take classes from more than thirty professors in their four years.
It would be very hard for any one of them to successfully indoctrinate his or her
students—especially if every other professor were attempting to do the same, each
with a competing agenda.
For sake of space, I’m leaving aside the argument that Horowitz makes, that
the vast majority of professors believe in the same thing. His argument, based in
part on the fact that there are far more liberals in our universities than conservatives
(at least amongst Liberal Arts faculties), holds no water with anyone who has any
understanding at all of the liberal mindset and the contentions it produces. As Friedl
doesn’t address this issue, I won’t either.
Where Freidl’s argument in the passage above breaks down is in the use of
“clearly appropriate.” Who is to make that determination? Any attempt to establish
such a line will necessitate an abrogation of “academic freedom.” Friedl himself is
laying down the law—a law that itself limits a freedom in a way that makes that
freedom meaningless.
I teach writing. At the heart of my pedagogy is the concept that successful
writing is predicated by an understanding that one is participating in a conversation.
To converse, one must develop a clear understanding of the correspondent—and
must have a topic of sufficient complexity and interest for sustained discussion. For
this reason (the impossibility of a true “apolitical” stance notwithstanding), I need
for my students to come to an understanding of me as a being with certain political
(and even religious) leanings so that they can be addressing an audience and not a
blank slate (blank slates can’t argue back, thereby allowing students to develop their
skills). Also, I need to be able to develop topics that engage my students. If I am
limited to “non-controversial” topics, my students will be bored, and I will not be
able to meet my goals of improving their writing—and thinking—skills. If someone
from outside says that my methodology is inappropriate, that I must change my ways
and develop a pedagogy that avoids political and religious controversies, my “academic freedom” is abridged.
Friedl’s “should” at the end precedes another of those truisms that are rarely
challenged—but that should be. Friedl wants “appropriate opportunity and respect
for contrary views of others in the class.” That can lead to chaos in the classroom,
for it makes all views equal—and they just aren’t. It is not the views themselves that
should be respected, anyway, but a willingness to study them and to learn to defend
them. I am not going to accept hatred of gays in my classroom—I will ask anyone
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expressing such a view to consider it, study it, and defend it, but I will not accept it
as legitimate.
It is my responsibility as a teacher try to get my students to examine their beliefs—not to change them, but to understand them and to see them in relation to the
beliefs—and beings—of others. Certainly, my students will not respect me and my
beliefs if I uphold such a naïve (again) relativism as a principle of the classroom.
Towards the end of his article, Friedl does try a little naïve relativism in defense of his argument for limiting information as a part of “academic freedom”:
Regardless of our place on the liberal-conservative continuum, we should at least agree that there is very little that
can pass as “truth” in the realm of politics or religion. The
role of the instructor should be, in my view, to present ideas
and concepts for students to debate, discuss, criticize and ultimately to form their own opinions. It should not be to present
the “truth” for the students to absorb uncritically.
It does not follow that, because there is no “truth,” we have to approach our
classrooms without opinions or should hide the ones we do have. For one thing,
such a thing is impossible. Our students are not stupid: they can see our beliefs, even
when we hide them.
Friedl ends his piece by writing:
The discussion over academic standards and academic
freedom in the classroom should not be framed in terms of liberal, or even radical, indoctrination of students. Rather, it
should be a question of teaching the subject matter using appropriate viewpoint-neutral techniques. Arguments over
whether more liberal than conservative professors are
“guilty” of injecting their personal views into their classroom
instruction detract from the more important issue on which
both liberals and conservatives can find common ground – the
need to raise academic standards and improve the quality of
education by challenging students to think critically and introspectively, to shop freely in the marketplace of ideas, and
to develop their personal philosophy with guidance from those
whom they respect and trust.
Friedl prefaces his point here with something that has never been a real question in American classrooms (though it is, in Horowitz’s imagination—but he is
someone who hasn’t been inside a classroom in years), and that is “indoctrination.”
No one in American education argues in favor of indoctrination; no serious student
of academia sees the “framing” of issues in terms of indoctrination. The rest of the
passage is composed of platitudes, none of which has any real relevance to teaching.
We cannot challenge “students to think critically and introspectively” without
demonstrating that we do so ourselves. We cannot be guides who our students “respect and trust” when we hide our own beliefs from them.
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We can only teach our students well if we are honest and open with them,
inviting them into the very real debates we participate in. Freezing them out, especially through a view of “academic freedom” that paradoxically restricts in the name
of freedom, patronizes the students, setting up a barrier that makes it much more
difficult than need be to develop a real and effective rapport with our students. Ultimately, what Friedl is asking is that we be dishonest in the name of academic freedom.
And I, for one, can’t countenance that.

A Naive and Sentimental Professor
12/02/10
When my contract for the 2011/2012 school year arrived last week, I signed it
immediately and hand delivered it to the appropriate office. Why? With that letter I
have tenure. It doesn't officially start until the new contract goes into effect in the
fall, but the deal is done.
For the first time in my life, now, I have job security. For the first time, I can
see tenure from the other side.
It's an interesting experience, and quite sobering.
I still have reservations about the tenure system. It should not be job security—
not simply. And it should protect every professor from the threat of job loss from an
unpopular position within their field. Everyone whose field relates to scholarship,
that is. I can't see tenure for university accountants, for example, or for high-school
teachers—neither of whom is expected to engage in scholarship as part of their job.
We use tenure as a replacement for the year-to-year contracts that have become
standard in education—a carrot on a stick for those early in their careers. But the
annual-contract system has problems. I've seen situations in private schools where
administrators use it to punish and to reward—not for jobs well done, but for support
given. This probably happens in colleges, too, but it's a little more difficult, for the
process generally has more steps, starting in the department and moving upwards
(in a private secondary school, the department rarely has an official voice in contract
renewal—or in hiring, for that matter). Tenure takes one out of this process, putting
the tenured professor on a more stable footing, knowing that future contracts cannot
be withheld easily.
Tenure should not be a remedy for another system's weakness. However, abolition of tenure will only make a bad system worse—and more easily corrupted. So,
getting rid of tenure without changing that system will be a bad idea, even in situations where the older idea of tenure—as protection for professors with unpopular
ideas—has no application at all.
Year-by-year contracts needn't be the standard in education. Other kinds of
protection, and other durations, could actually work better. Five-year contracts with
built-in standards for renewal might be one possibility. Whatever it would be, it
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would have to have within it means of assurance that the job would not be summarily lost at the end of the period.
That, however, is not really what I've been thinking about since receiving my
tenure letter.
What I've been thinking about is my responsibility, now, to the institution, and
how it has changed since the signing. City Tech has made a commitment to me. Am
I ready to make a serious commitment to it?
I had not imagined asking this question before.
Do I, as a tenured professor, now have new responsibilities towards the institution that is providing me something becoming more and more rare, even in higher
education?
At the risk of offending those who see tenure as an earned right, I have to say
yes. I may have earned tenure, but I have now entered into a symbiotic relationship
with the institution. We are intertwined; what one does reflects on the other. Because
the institution can no longer reject me, I no longer have the moral option of rejecting
it.
I thought gaining tenure would bring on heartfelt sighs of relief. Instead, it is
making me realize that, for the first time in my life, I am making a commitment to
an institution. My workload won't ease: if anything, I now have to take my duties
even more seriously than before.
This doesn't mean that I would never leave City Tech. Like all colleges and
universities, it is a flawed institution, just as I am a flawed human being... and there
may come a time when those flaws conflict to the point where neither of us is doing
the other any good. Or I may find that a certain opportunity elsewhere, something
that City Tech can't give me, will be powerful enough to break the bond. But, as
long as I stay here, I feel I must work and act as though I am staying until my last
working day, giving at least as much as I am taking.
Both City Tech and I are struggling to establish ourselves. Neither, before the
last few years, had much of an impressive record. Both of us are rising. I want to be
proud of the school and want it to be proud of me.
I wouldn't have admitted that, not before the letter came.

Discussing Education... Can We, Please?
05/10/11
In “Why Won't 'Reformers' Listen?,” her 05/10/11 post on her Education Week
blog "Bridging Differences," Diane Ravitch writes:
I worry about the one-sided treatment of education issues... in the national media. The corporate reformers seem
shocked when anyone questions their narrative. They see no
downside to their dogmatic belief in closing schools and firing
principals and teachers, nor to their dogmatic faith that
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higher test scores are the goal of education. They accuse critics of "defending the status quo," even though it is they who
are the status quo, the champions of get-tough accountability.
They don't understand that they might be wrong, that their
critics deserve a hearing, and that disagreement is healthy. ...
For many years, I kept a clipping in my wallet, something that [Robert Maynard] Hutchins said. It was the last line
of his obituary in The New York Times (May 16, 1977). He
said: "The only political dogma in America is that discussion
leads to progress, that every man is entitled to his own opinions, and that we have to learn to live with those whose opinions differ from our own. After all, they may turn out to be
right."
Those of us trying to protect and improve American education, but who are
attempting this outside of the juggernaut of the new education establishment (dominated by those corporate reformers Ravitch refers to, catered to even by Obama's
Secretary of Education Arne Duncan) end up constantly battling people who never
even try to listen to points diverging from their own. When I post on education, I
am often beset by people who deliberately mistake my opposition to the current
mania for standardized testing as a disdain for standards and evaluation. Or by people who insist that the problems with education stem from unions and from protection of "bad" teachers demanded by unions. Or by people who tell me that "our"
schools are worse now than they've ever been.
The "discussion" that ensues is no discussion at all, but is a diversion. Such
people have already made their decisions about education, and are going to move
forward, come hell or high water. They just want me, and those like me, out of the
way.
I wish they'd stop for a while and talk. If they insist on sticking to what I think
are relatively peripheral issues, I'd like for them to explain to me just how test scores
relate to real success of education in people's lives. I'd like for them to show me, and
not just through anecdotes, the "bad" teachers hiding behind union protection. I'd
like them to present an honest comparison between schools now and, say, fifty years
ago (just after the end of the segregation era), showing exactly how American
schools, taken as a whole, have regressed.
I'd like the chance to respond, to take them back to John Dewey's "My Pedagogic Creed" and ask if he was, in some fundamental way, wrong in what he wrote
there. If he was not wrong, and life is not simply a factory, then why (I'd like to ask)
are we making schools factory-like, with measurable products and results the goals
rather than recognizing, with Dewey, "that to set up any end outside of education,
as furnishing its goal and standard, is to deprive the educational process of much of
its meaning and tends to make us rely upon false and external stimuli in dealing with
the child."
If we start having real discussions (and move our conversations on education
away from profit-motivated corporate movements—but that's tangential, here),
maybe we really can improve our schools.
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If we don't, we won't. And that, I fear, is just what the people Ravitch is talking
about, who I am talking about, really want.

Articles I Never Should Have Read, #1093
04/07/12
Someone sent me a link to a 03/23/12 article from The Washington Post by
David Levy called "Do College Professors Work Hard Enough?" Levy writes:
Though faculty salaries now mirror those of most uppermiddle-class Americans working 40 hours for 50 weeks, they
continue to pay for teaching time of nine to 15 hours per week
for 30 weeks, making possible a month-long winter break, a
week off in the spring and a summer vacation from mid-May
until September.
He says this may be fine for research institutions, but at teaching institutions?
Nah. He goes on:
Critics may argue that teaching faculty members require
long hours for preparation, grading and advising. Therefore
they would have us believe that despite teaching only 12 to 15
hours a week, their workloads do approximate those of other
upper-middle-class professionals. While time outside of class
can vary substantially by discipline and by the academic cycle
(for instance, more papers and tests to grade at the end of a
semester), the notion that faculty in teaching institutions work
a 40-hour week is a myth.
A myth, huh?
I don't teach for a research institution, but in one where the teaching load is
called "4-4" (four three-hour courses each semester). This is my sixth year there.
During that time, I have written, edited, or co-authored five books and have seen
seven of my essays appear as book chapters. In addition, I have presented seventeen
conference papers. Oh, and have had a variety of other publications appear and have
done other speaking. At the same time, I have developed a number of courses,
worked with programs concerned with the transition from high school to college,
and am spending time trying to improve developmental-writing courses. Beyond
that, I serve on a number of committees, including our hiring committee, all of which
take a great deal of work. Over the next week, "spring break," I will be completing
two new book chapters, developing a new Call For Papers for a volume I am editing,
preparing a presentation for May, and getting moving on my current book project.
And, of course, I have to prepare for my classes.
Now, it may be true that I do a bit more that shows than do most professors,
but that is only because I have been extremely lucky with my writing. I have a
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publisher, Praeger, that likes my work and gives me an extraordinary amount of
freedom to cross disciplinary boundaries (which is the reason I stay with Praeger).
But the amount of work I do is not that different from my colleagues in the City
Tech English Department.
Though it may be true that certain members of the generation before mine in
college teaching often did take something of a free ride, this generation (by that, I
mean those who entered the academic profession in this century) certainly does not.
At least, in my experience it does not. Of course, in any field, in any business, one
can find people content to slide by, but what I see in most of my younger colleagues
is, instead, exhaustion. Each of them is doing too much, working far too many hours.
It's true, though, that when I returned to academia in 2004, I had something of
a snotty attitude towards professors and the easy workloads they seemed to have.
After all, I had spent the previous decade running a business, working seven days a
week, generally twelve hours a day. I thought things would certainly get easier once
I got off that treadmill.
They did not. If anything, I work as much now as I did then. And so do many
of the professors I know. We research, we write, we teach, we deal with students on
all sorts of issues, we take on administrative tasks, we work with colleagues to improve teaching and research skills and assist each other with projects. We don't count
the hours we work—and certainly don't stop working once we are done with class
and class preparation.

Academic Blogging As a Career Move
07/03/12
Today, this would be titled “Social Media Participation As a Career Move.”
Otherwise, it would be the same—that is, its point would be the same.
It's a bit difficult for me, who has only been a full-time academic for eight
years, to give advice without blushing. But I have sat on my department's Appointments Committee for three years, now, and I have learned a thing or two... or hope
I have.
When I finally took a full-time teaching job in 2004, the relationship between
the internet and academic pursuits—scholarly pursuits in particular—was not yet
clear. People wondered if blogging would help or hinder one's career, if being too
public would somehow demean one's standing as a scholar. An internet search uncovering a penchant for blogging could, some worried, be the death knell of a job
quest.
That wasn't really the case, though many certainly believed it was. Blogging,
if anything, has helped my own career—and I know it has done the same for others.
Not only has it helped me improve my writing skills but it has introduced me to a
wide variety of scholars (one does not blog without reading blogs), to people whose
work I might never have otherwise encountered, but also to first-rank academics
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like Michael Bérubé, who is now president of the Modern Language Association
(MLA).
Blogging also introduced my work to others, and has led to inclusion of essays
I have written as chapters in a number of different books—and, of course, it led to
three of my own books. It has led me to learn much more about my profession,
bringing me into conflict with the likes of David Horowitz, an extremely smart
(though wrong-headed) man who has forced me to look more carefully at academia
and to hone my own rhetorical skills.
Through blogging, also, I have come to understand the importance of the public intellectual, the scholar who moves beyond university walls and enters into the
discourse of the public sphere. This is something that had started to die out in recent
years as some scholars began to feel that only discussion among specialists was
fruitful. Many scholars began to fear that their work would be looked down upon,
were it too "popular." The blogs, I hope, have been dispelling that, especially as
more and more top scholars turn to blogging as a means of extending contact.
Recently, the MLA, one of the most august organizations within the humanities, revised its stand on copyright, in part because of the growing importance of
blogging:
Rosemary G. Feal, executive director of the MLA,... said,
"we see that publishing needs are changing, and our members
are telling us that they want to place their scholarship in repositories, and to disseminate work on blogs." Professors
want to produce articles that "circulate freely," she said, and
that reach as many people as possible.
Other publishers of academic journals and blogs will likely follow suit, making
academic blogs an even more important part of professional life.
What sparked this post was discovery of a blog from Australia called "historypunk" through a post, "Developing your personal digital marketing strategy: A guide
for academics." Jo Hawkins, the blog "owner," is a graduate student finishing her
doctorate. Hawkins, assuming the value of blogging rather than defending it, provides a 5-step "digital marketing strategy" on the assumption that blogging is not
only going to help with research and writing but will be a major part of any successful academic job search in the near future.
I think she's right. Already, when we are sifting through CVs, I will look online
to see what interesting candidates are doing beyond the traditional categories of their
applications. I can't say that doing so has influenced my votes so far, but I can imagine it doing so in the near future.
From a place with a slight smell of disrepute and a somewhat outsider status
just eight years ago, blogs certainly have come a long way. We all know that. I
merely point out the obvious because there is still a long path ahead before blogs
(and all of the other online tools) become central to all of our explorations, be they
on new topics for research and writing or for new positions within our colleges and
universities. Already, they are piercing the walls between academia and the broader
public and are making once rarefied discussions open to more people. Together,
blogs, wikis, and 'social media' have created a new academic public sphere.
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It will only get stronger over the next few years.
In fact, I can see a day when a job candidate without a blog is looked on with
a bit of suspicion and when students, rather than turning to ratemyprofessor.com to
decide on a class, look to their teachers' blogs.
My advice, then, to any academic or aspiring academic? Blog, of course!

Why Ph.D.s Should Teach College Students
11/08/14
Who should teach? And who should decide who teaches? What should the
learning environment look like? And who should decide how it looks—and should
there even be just one “look”? These old questions came to mind today when I read
Marty Nemko's 10/29/14 article in Time, "Why Ph.D.s Shouldn't Teach College Students."
I went to college at the tail end of a period of experimentation in higher education, graduating from Beloit College in Wisconsin (after attending two others) in
1973. The Beloit Plan, an attempt to move away from traditional models of higher
education, had drawn me to the school. It was an attempt to step aside from some of
the rigid structures that had been in place for decades. Included in the Beloit Plan
were three full (15 week) semesters in each year with students expected to be on
campus continually for their first three and last three, leaving a five-semester flexible period in between (what would have been the third semester of senior year
wasn’t included, keeping the time frame from entry to graduation in line with other
colleges). A student could choose to take four semesters of classes on campus in a
row, then take a year away to do something else, and then come back for a final four
semesters—or any variation thereof. The only thing each student had to do was
complete a “field term,” working at an approved internship or job for at least one
semester and writing a substantial report on the experience (I worked as a “copyboy”
in the newsroom of The New York Times). There were other changes, including attempts to move away from the “Carnegie hour” and to give students greater control
over their programs (I was able to design and teach a course on Science Fiction
during one of my last semesters—an experience that would prove quite valuable
later, when this Philosophy major finally got around to going to graduate school in
English and completing a dissertation on a Science Fiction writer).
Financial problems (among other things) let to the abandonment of the Beloit
Plan later in the seventies. But it was the reason I went to Beloit, choosing it over
Antioch (which had an even more robust "work" program) because I knew I was not
disciplined enough to succeed in the even more student-driven environment of Yellow Springs. There were other possible alternatives to the traditional college model,
including the “great books” school, St. John’s College in Maryland; Goddard College in Vermont; Friends World College with campuses on Long Island, in Japan,
Kenya, Costa Rica; and elsewhere. Some of these are still around and still working
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to provide alternative paths to the baccalaureate, but their numbers are sadly diminished.
There were also experiments going on in what today we would call “sandboxes” within many colleges and systems, though few of these remain, either. Individual teachers, in addition, were experimenting with new models of learning, including Fred Keller at Columbia, whose 1969 article “‘Good-Bye, Teacher...’” still
influences how I envision the perfect educational situation at the college level.
It seemed, at the time I entered college in 1969, that higher education was on
the cusp of real and universal change, the development of a panoply of possibilities
able to meet the divergent needs to multiple sorts of learners. Instead, thanks in part
of the economic turmoil of the 1970s and the subsequent cultural turnaround of the
1980s, we have a reduced vision of education at all levels today, one driven by “outcomes” and “accountability” instead of by learning.
Nemko provides, accidentally, a nutshell explanation of why there these events
have led to such a limited breadth to education today, and to so little real contemporary experimentation. Nemko is a “career coach, writer, speaker and public radio
host specializing in career/workplace issues and education reform” with a Ph.D. in
“education evaluation” from UC Berkeley. Though he has some teaching experience, his main focus seems to be on “results,” not on learning. In other words, he is
a reflection of the growing mania for statistical verification and standardization that
is now driving education in the United States at all levels and has done so since A
Nation At Risk in 1983. He has created what he calls a College Report Card that he
thinks should be front-and-center on all college websites:
•

Results of the most recent student-satisfaction
survey.

•

The most recent report by a visiting accreditation team (for a college to retain accreditation,
a team of experts periodically visits for a few
days and writes a report listing the identified
strengths, weaknesses and recommendations).

•

The four-year graduation rate.

•

The average four-year student’s growth in writing, analytic reasoning and mathematical reasoning (many institutions use a standardized
exam like the Collegiate Learning Assessment).

•

The percentage of students who graduate with
their intended major who are professionally
employed or in graduate school within six
months of graduation.

Frankly, I can’t think of many things seeming so innocuous that would be more
detrimental to actual learning on campus or that are more directly reflective of the
wrong turn American thinking on education has taken.
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Student satisfaction, for one thing, should not be a goal of education. Believing
it so is part of the fallout of a mistaken belief that business models can be useful in
education. They cannot be (except in aspects of running the institutions). I want my
students to be engaged, curious, excited, focused… but I do not care if they are
satisfied, as long as they are learning. That is quite different from my attitude toward
my customers back when I was running a store. Sometimes, in fact, the process of
learning requires dissatisfaction and discomfort. That is never true of customers in
business.
Accreditation bodies are becoming more and more suspect as evaluators to
those of us who care more about learning than outcomes. Over the past few decades,
they have become drivers of pedagogical focus through an over-emphasis on assessment through quantification. They are also overly interested in things like graduation rates, which are not always the most useful tools for evaluation (City College
of San Francisco, for example, which is having trouble with its accreditation body,
is criticized for low graduation rates yet its mission is not always to move students
to degrees but to provide educational possibilities for those people who may be more
interested in courses than programs). Today, it can seem like the accreditors want
to reduce education to entries on spreadsheets. Their evaluations can seem to have
little to do with assessing the amount of actual learning going on.
Which is also the weakness of looking at the four-year graduation rate as a
one-size-fits-all gauge. One of the nice things about the Beloit Plan was that it could
allow students to take from three full years to five (or more) to graduate. With a onesemester field term and eight semesters of classes, a student could graduate almost
exactly three years from matriculation. On the other hand, a student who found their
field-term project particularly engaging could extend it to a year or much more without endangering their ability to return and complete their degree. Today, for many
CUNY students (I teach at a CUNY campus), graduation in four years is an impossibility. A great number of them work and, even with financial aid, cannot afford
the time to take 15 credits a semester, the number they would need for a four-year
path. Others have family commitments that keep them from that pace. The idea that
the institution should be evaluated negatively for the socio-economic situations of
the students is, well, silly and counter-productive.
Let's move on to standardized assessment. In my field of English, it is impossible to standardize assessment and one could even argue that trying to do so is
counterproductive. Even the rubrics that supposedly can reduce writing to numerical
scales are based on subjective judgments, making the resulting numbers, which can
seem so “scientific,” meaningless. One, for example, asks that writing evaluation be
based on numeration of things like “minimal,” “some,” “adequate,” and “thorough.”
And, in another aspect, of “numerous,” “several,” “few,” or “very few.” How can
one differentiate between these fuzzy terms on a numerical basis? It just doesn’t
translate. Also, the standards that we do supposedly have were not established
through any nationwide (or higher-education-wide) discussion but have evolved
through the accrediting bodies or experts without review from outside (one of the
same problems Common Core State Standards faces in regards to k-12). There’s an
aura of arbitrariness to contemporary “standards” that not only makes them suspect
but that makes one wonder if single standards are a good idea in the first place.
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Though the idea of "standards" may be attractive, there needs to be care and consideration behind their development—and a broad discussion. None of this has happened.
The final of Nemko’s “grades” would be on what students do afterward. OK,
but education, to my Dewey-saturated mind, needs to be much more than job preparation. In fact, that should be the least of our concerns in terms of evaluating the
efficacy of education. When schools are evaluated on how their students do in the
short run, as Nemko wants, they will concentrate only on that, producing graduates
who can step into particular jobs but not the educated and successful citizens who
will benefit American society over the long haul. Education should be aimed at the
future, not at filling immediate needs. When students are well enough educated generally, they can learn the specifics of a job quickly—and that sort of training should
be on the shoulders of employers, not colleges. (Of course, I am not writing of certificate programs here, but of the baccalaureate degree that attempts something
greater than simple preparation for employment.)
A report card like Nemko’s will do nothing to improve education or make potential students better able to make intelligent decisions on where to attend. It will
only limit administrative focus to those particular areas he lists, making them, not
education, the center of the college experience.
Nemko’s title, as should be clear by now, is perhaps more than a little misleading. It is, in respects other than institutional evaluation as well. Little of college
teaching, these days, happens at the hands of Ph.Ds. Complaining about them is
somewhat like beating a dead horse. Adjuncts, most of whom are not research scholars, shoulder much of the burden of undergraduate education. And many of us who
are Ph.Ds follow, to some degree, the ideas developed through the likes of Paulo
Freire and Keller’s Personalized System of Instruction or the Mastery concept that
grew from it over the seventies. At CUNY (and at City Tech in particular) we are
constantly working to improve peer-led learning. Nationwide, digital possibilities
are being explored as means of enhancing current educational processes or as alternatives. Rare is the “sage on the stage” that Nemko complains of, so rare that the
phrase itself has long ago turned stale. What Nemko claims as a “hidebound” situation is not that at all, but a constantly evolving process.
Now that, of course, may seem to contradict my initial point that experimentation in higher education has died down. What has changed, really, is the nature of
experimentation, a change brought about by the type of mindset that Nemko himself
represents, the mindset with a focus on outcomes and not on learning. Assessment
and “standardization” (standards, again, imposed without appropriate discussion of
the reasons for them or the reasons why any particular ones are chosen) have straitjacketed attempts at systemic experimentation; the experimentation happening today takes place on an individual level or within constraints and regimentation imposed by accreditation agencies (among other external forces) unlike anything imposed in the past.
This is why there are so few experimental colleges today, or attempts to break
out of the box of traditional educational assumptions: We have forced education into
boxes like those on Nemko's "report card" or on grading rubrics—and we won't let
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it out. We are more interested in ranking than in learning. What Nemko offers will
only increase this.
I know: I haven't answered the questions I posed at the start. Who should
teach? Everyone, but subject specialists can organize the learning in ways nobody
else can so need to have at least supervisory responsibilities. Who should decide
who teaches? The collective faculty needs to have responsibility for who is deemed
a subject specialist but teaching itself is best based in the collective that includes
students and faculty—and everyone in between. Who should decide how education
looks? The institutions, working as wholes, need to do that—not outside experts but
the people who will actually use the spaces. This, of course, implies that there can
be no rigid standardization.
Certainly not, if real learning is the goal.

Teach or Perish
04/01/15
If the dateline on this 03/31/15 story by Lindsay Wagner on NC Policy Watch
had been a day later, I would not believe it: “Bill would require all UNC professors
to teach heavy course load.” Apparently, a state senator named Tom McInnis from
Richmond, NC has introduced a bill to that effect:
“There is no substitute for a professor in the classroom
to bring out the best in our students,” McInnis said in a statement, according to the Richmond County Daily Journal. “I
look forward to the debate that will be generated by this important legislation.”
University of North Carolina–Chapel Hill Professor Stephen Leonard, who teaches political science and is chair of
the UNC system-wide Faculty Assembly, said the legislation
is nothing more than an attempt to kill public higher education
in North Carolina.
What McInnis is responding to is the fact that most tenured and tenure-track
professors receive (or have received) release time (or have reduced loads contractually) to engage in research. This has been one of the “wedges” that has allowed for
the increase in the number of adjuncts teaching in our universities. The solution,
though, isn’t to make professors teach more classes, for that would break the synergy between research and teaching, but to create more full-time positions that include opportunities for both research and teaching. That’s what will really bring out
the best in our students.
According to the Richmond County Daily Journal:
Senate Bill 593 ties professors’ pay to teaching assignments, requiring a minimum of eight courses for the profs to
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earn their full salary. If academic research requires a lighter
course load, universities could supplement professors’ salaries with money from their nonprofit foundations.
The bill would achieve a serious shakeup in higher education among University of North Carolina System institutions by nearly doubling course loads for professors at research universities like UNC Chapel Hill, where full-time tenure-track professors teach an average of 2.3 courses per term.
The reductive reasoning is that universities are for nothing more than teaching
undergraduates and that the job of a professor should reflect that. This has never
been the case in American universities for it ignores the dynamic connection between research and teaching and omits completely the “value added” that research
creates. Making public universities primarily teaching institutions would, as Professor Leonard rightly says, kill public higher education. It would also, as we all know
(or should know), set back American intellectual and creative progress tremendously.

Expand Tenure, Don’t Weaken It
06/06/15
When Clark Ross sent me his “Toward a New Consensus for Tenure in the
Twenty-First Century” (May/June 2015) for possible inclusion in Academe, I was
immediately interested. Not only was I already seeing the ramping up of attacks on
tenure but I have always felt the system too weak, if anything. My family moved
every couple of years as I was growing up because of my father’s radical beliefs
within his field, politically and in teaching methodology. Had tenure been more
broadly applied, my life would certainly have been different and my father’s career,
I suspect, would have been more successful. One of the reasons I did not start an
academic career myself until in my fifties was that, naturally enough, I did not trust
it.
When I did teach in those early years, it was mostly as an adjunct. Over two
decades (more off than on), I taught at eight schools—and was not re-appointed at
four of them. I didn’t really understand (or care) that adjuncts are supposed to keep
their heads down and do no more than not draw notice.
The ways I have seen highly trained professional maltreated within academic
institutions are stupefying in their numbers. Faculty members who, themselves often
with no background in teaching pedagogy and no record of good teaching on their
own, too frequently take advantage of “peer observations” to demolish fellow teachers. Students who, not liking the demands put on them in the classroom, sometimes
organize punitive student evaluations. Administrators who, wanting only certain
types of professors around them, block re-appointments more often than an outsider
might suspect. Bullying of faculty is so normal within academia that it is hardly
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commented on. From the top research institutions to the humblest of community
colleges, teachers and scholars put up with intimidation, unreasonable workplace
demands and much more, too many of them losing their jobs as a result not of their
value to their students or to scholarship but of displeasing someone for some murky
“reason” or another.
The way tenure is constituted today, it is something that has to be “earned”
within the particular institution, generally through six years of renewed one-year
contracts and the meeting of certain scholarly benchmarks specific to one’s field
and the fulfillment of sustained “service” to the institution. In the meantime, however, one is particularly vulnerable. A promising career is easily sabotaged.
Yet those in precarious positions on the “tenure track” are the lucky ones. Most
college teachers today are neither tenured nor on the tenure track (only a little more
than a fifth are) but are working either on contingent and/or otherwise limited contracts or are part-time adjuncts with almost no rights at all. It is easier to simply not
re-hire these instructors than to deal with any problems that might come up relating
to them. Let them disappear; there’s always someone else to cover the courses.
“Due process” is not considered their right. Avenues of appeal, for the most
part, don’t exist.
Instead of trying to expand rights of tenure in one form or another to a greater
percentage of the faculty (it is half what it was just forty years ago), what we are
seeing today are attempts to limit tenure even further, even though, as the New York
Times editorial board writes, weakening tenure, as Scott Walker is trying to do in
Wisconsin:
will damage the university, perhaps irreparably. It will make it
harder to recruit top-tier faculty members, who have the pick
of other institutions that respect academic independence and
where they do not have to fear dismissal for taking controversial views or for doing research that might be frowned upon by
politicians. (“Scott Walker’s Effort to Weaken College Tenure,” New York Times, 06/05/15)
If we want to keep American universities among the best in the world, we need
to be finding ways of expanding tenure, not cutting it back. This is what Michael
Bérubé and Jennifer Ruth propose:
Bérubé and Ruth assert in The Humanities, Higher Education and Academic Freedom: Three Necessary Arguments
(Palgrave Macmillan), the real crisis in the humanities is the
large-scale employment of non-tenure-track professors with
no academic freedom who are hired, rehired and fired relatively informally and noncompetitively. Bérubé and Ruth also
propose a solution to the “deprofessionalization” of the professoriate: a teaching-intensive tenure track that would grandfather long-serving adjuncts but for everyone else prioritize
the competitive hiring of those with terminal degrees. (“New
Career Path?” Colleen Flaherty, Inside Higher Ed, May 15,
2015)
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The flexibility Bérubé and Ruth are looking for is also important to Ross:
Many reasonable individuals are talking about new
models for addressing the simplistic and unnecessary binary
choice between “senior tenured faculty over the age of seventy” and “per-course adjuncts barely paid the legal minimum wage.” In the future, it is likely that institutions will develop varying blends of faculty categories to meet their educational objectives and the needs of the faculty they employ.
The most successful institutions will match institutional purpose with course and curricular offerings and with corresponding types of faculty appointments. There will not be a
standard model of faculty employment; rather, different ones
will be tailored to institutional objectives.
None of this can happen, however, if proposals like the Wisconsin one are
allowed to stand. Whether we are tenured, on the tenure track, teaching on a termlimited appointment or scrambling about as an adjunct at a variety of schools, all of
us should want to see tenure preserved—and expanded. That it is, right now, good
for only a few doesn’t mean that we should not be fighting to make it good for
everyone. Certainly, we should all be fighting to stop its further erosion by legislation of the sort being enacted right now in Madison.

Professional Status and Academic Freedom: Bridging
the Gaps
08/19/15
Discussion, at least via social media, is growing relating to the evolving caste
system in higher education and the real meaning (that is, the actual impact) of academic freedom. Many of the basics—the shrinking tenure-track/tenured faculty, the
contractual limitations to codified academic freedom—have been bandied about so
much that they are now almost clichés. The unfortunate conclusion of much of the
talk is that academic freedom, though we might talk about it as a professional right,
just isn’t—not anymore, not in a situation dominated by contingency.
Most of us, even as we fight for academic freedom protections in cases of its
abridgement and violation, have long recognized the truth of this. In many of our
colleges and universities, care is taken to assure academic-freedom protection for
tenure-track/tenured faculty in terms of textbook selection, for example. Adjuncts,
often, have no such right. Part of this is practicality. Adjuncts are rarely vetted as
extensively as TT faculty and often are not familiar with course expectations within
particular institutional settings—at least, not at first.
Part of this, unfortunately, is that adjuncts—and even full-time contingent
hires—are not often considered professional peers by the elders in our profession,
not even when they have terminal degrees. This hearkens back to an unfortunate
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idea of the professional as described by Stanley Fish in Versions of Academic Freedom: From Professionalism to Revolution:
Professionalism is essentially a form of market monopoly. A successful profession is one that has (a) identified, or in
some instances created, a need; (b) developed mechanisms for
producing the service that meets the need; and (c) persuaded
the state, or some ruling elite, to award it an exclusive franchise for the delivery of the service. You can’t simply declare
yourself a doctor or lawyer or university professor; those titles are conferred by professional associations that have been
recognized by the government as credentialing agencies. The
profession controls the flow of licensed practitioners and institutes gate-keeping mechanisms that ensure a scarcity of
competence.
Because the category “adjunct” includes graduate instructors—there is rarely,
today, a distinction between the two in terms of hiring or assignment—adjuncts are
often treated as interns and not as full professionals. Though contingent full-time
hires are also often not seen as fully “professional,” they are seen by many tenured
professors as “on their way,” so deserving of greater protection than a graduate student or another part-timer.
This is the glaring weakness of Fish’s “It’s Just a Job” approach to academic
freedom. The guild approach doesn’t work when the guild is being squeezed into a
smaller and smaller corner of its professional activities. Like the for-profit online
colleges, many of our universities have decided that a Master’s degree is sufficient
for most university teaching but that these instructors are not in positions warranting
the protection of academic freedom. This creates a caste system of the sort that
helped led to the demise of the guilds—too few credentialed insiders available to do
the job always leads to a breaking of guild control.
The only way to counter this is to expand the guild.
Anybody teaching in a higher-education setting should be covered by the principles of academic freedom. Of course, we in the profession cannot, right now, insist
on this contractually, but we can insist on in it the way we view our fellow professionals—and in whom we consider to be our fellow professionals. I would even go
so far as to argue that anyone with a credentialing degree deserves full benefit of
academic freedom as they try to enter the profession. That is, hiring committees
should consider prior activities as covered in their decisions as much as they are for
a tenured full professor.
No professional academic should ever argue, as former AAUP president Cary
Nelson (someone I like quite a bit on a personal level) has, that Steven Salaita, who
was denied a job at the last minute because of a tweet, should not join the faculty
based on statements that would be protected were he already a tenured member of
the faculty. Nelson argues, “this is not an issue of academic freedom. If Salaita were
a faculty member here and he were being sanctioned for his public statements, it
would be.” It should be, and not simply because he was tenured in his last job and
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had been hired with tenure (though the position had not yet started). It should be so
because Salaita is a member of the profession.
What we, as academic professionals, need to be doing is changing our own
attitudes toward who is, and who is not covered by the principles of academic freedom. For too long, we have allowed contractual and institutional regulations to determine its limit. When we rally against abrogation of academic freedom, we should
not being looking at it in terms of regulation, as Nelson is doing in the Salaita case,
but in terms of the broader principles that should cover all of our activities, whether
we be tenured and promoted or a newly minted MA seeking employment while pursuing a PhD.
We need to make as much noise as we can any time principles of academic
freedom are violated, the status of the individual affected notwithstanding.
Only then can we start bridging the divide between TT/T and everyone else in
our common profession.

The Faculty: “Speed Bumps to Progress”?
09/06/15
In the comments to one of the posts on this blog, someone wrote:
in my opinion, faculty absolutely should not be governing a
university. We need broadly trained academic professionals
who understand the business of higher education making decisions, not narrowly-focused/educated faculty members who
are likely privileged, entitled, and completely out of touch with
the average students of the modern public university. Faculty
barely understand modern universities and education beyond
their little classrooms anymore.
This person followed with another comment:
I work at a school that is run essentially as a business and
where faculty have no tenure or say in governance and it’s
wonderful. Faculty know nothing about how the modern university should and must be run. Thy are speed bumps to progress, really and it’s time they are finally being help accountable.
So far, this person has not identified the school, which makes me wonder how
it could be so wonderful if its employees cannot name it. And one might point out
that speed bumps are actually placed for a reason: they save lives.
Unfortunately, as we know, the attitude of these comments is the attitude of
much of the American public these days. It results from a long-term attempt to vilify
teachers of all sorts and to present the idea that education can be based on corporatestyle structures and standardized assessment instead of on human interaction and
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teacher judgment. It stems from an attempt to move education out of public control
and into the private domain of “free enterprise,” where there’s much money to be
made.
And there has been fortunes made, though the schools themselves have rarely
benefitted. People have stripped charter schools of millions, and for-profit colleges
and universities gave great returns—at least, until recently. One of the means to
profit has been reduction of the power and influence of teachers—to the point where,
today, there are many, like the poster of those comments above seems to, who believe in schools without teachers.
This is something akin to Hoover Shoats’ Holy Church of Christ Without
Christ” in Flannery O’Connor’s Wise Blood. It also brings to mind Nobel Laureate
I. I. Rabi’s comment to Dwight Eisenhower, “the faculty are not employees of the
University-they are the University.” Automation may work in some venues, but it
kills real learning. Without teachers, nothing is left but administrators and “process”
dedicated to “outcomes” (whatever they are).
Which is ridiculous.
Education is not simply mastery of an extant body of quantifiable knowledge.
It cannot be reduced to test results—not if we want a society of growth and not
gradual implosion. Creativity and innovation, therefore, can never come from education run entirely by administrators.
But that’s what we are getting.
More and more, that’s what we are getting.
This week, the Iowa Board of Regents hired a businessman to run the University of Iowa, one of the nation’s great universities (I’m biased: I earned my MA and
my PhD there). This is just the latest example of a movement away from traditional
educational structures and toward that business model of education that sees students as raw material shapeable through automatic processes.
That has not worked at the K-12 level, though the United States has been trying
to make it do so for fifteen years, now. Even by the standards of the education “reformers,” there has been no improvement. In fact, SAT scores have fallen slightly
since the start of the century. One would think that the politicians with responsibility
for so much of American education policy would be pulling back a bit, re-examining
the impact of blind adherence to neoliberal visions of top-down structural change.
Yet the push for a corporate paradigm for education continues.
It is time that we on the faculty start on a path of effective resistance rather
than simply complaining (like I am doing now). I don’t know what that may be, but
a start could be a faculty vote of no confidence in the new Chancellor at Iowa.
The rest of us need to be talking and working out plans for rescuing our universities.
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Faculty as “Service Providers”?
09/07/15
Since the fall of the Berlin Wall, acceptance of the “free market” neoliberal
corporatist model of top-down management has become so pervasive that its vacuous language is being extended backwards to cover events of almost a thousand
years ago. Someone posted this comment on a post of mine yesterday:
When have the faculty ever been other than service providers? Since the University of Bologna supported by the State
and the Church when have they raised the capital, decided on
salaries and other support, made the budgets and managed
the recruitment of students, maintenance of facilities and provided for capital for the facilities from dorms, classrooms,
grounds and non-classroom expenses from gyms and sports to
laboratories? When have the faculty ever put forward management plans, been willing to take on the overhead logistics
or demonstrated for the rights to take on these burdens- all of
which provided the matrix that supported the educational programs?
“Service provider” is one of those phrases so vague that anyone can be defined
as one. Its meaning rests only in its utilization as a means of stripping a role of
meaning. It removes definition, allowing one to create generalizations so vague that
they can be applied (or so it seems) to any situation.
What members of the faculty do is exactly the opposite of what is attempted
by corporatist jargon such as the above. They peg meaning to particulars, spending
their careers in careful attempts to refine definition—and they do this both in the
classroom and in their research (which is why linkage between the two is so important).
One of the things making the corporatist model so pernicious is the fact that it
was designed to be one-size-fits-all as theory—and has become so as practice. Its
logic (if I may use the word loosely) leads one to conclude that all organizations can
work similarly and do so when working best. It has an implicit top-down bias, making it quite comfortable to those at the top. What’s remarkable is how widely accepted it has become at the bottom, as well.
In the comment above, the writer also asks when have faculty “raised the capital, decided on salaries and other support, made the budgets and managed the recruitment of students, maintenance of facilities and provided for capital for the facilities from dorms, classrooms, grounds and non-classroom expenses from gyms
and sports to laboratories?” The answer, of course, is that faculty have been doing
so for most of that millennium since the founding of the University of Bologna—
but let’s assume otherwise, just for the sake of argument. We then ask, “Does the
providing of these supports justify control over those supported?” Should the quartermaster corps run the army? The answer to that, via neoliberal views, is “Yes.”
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Those of us who have yet to fall under the corporatist spell know this is nonsense. Yet comments like this one continue to appear. People have come to worship
“management plans,” “logistics” and “matrixes.” The secondary has become exalted, the pinnacle rather than a prop.
In 1994, when my partner and I were first designing the business we would
soon establish and that I then ran for almost a decade and a half, we created a business plan. But that plan was merely a guide and an outline. It had very little to do
with the unfolding reality of starting a business. As we were the ones implementing
the plan as well as creating it, we could adjust as we went on. The problem with
dividing off “service providers” is that they are the one doing the central task of the
enterprise. Without their input toward revision, the plan becomes fantasy, nothing
more than a plaything for those in corporate boardrooms divorced from the reality
of the enterprise, no matter what it is. Ours was a café and a gift store. I had experience in restaurants and in retail and my partner had taken a job in a coffee-and-tea
shop so that she could learn aspects of the business that I did not know. We understood that we could best create a business through the realities of customer interactions and that we had to be fully immersed in those if we were to succeed.
The same holds true of colleges and universities. For plans to work, they need
to start from the center of institutional activity, the interaction between student and
teacher. For plans to work, they need to be developed through faculty and student
leadership, for these are the people who best understand problems and pratfalls as
well as possibilities. For assessment to be useful, its tools need to be created by those
who will use them and those who will use the information they provide—the faculty,
in both cases.
The neoliberal assumption is that those at the top know what is best for those
at the bottom. Those at the bottom are nothing more than interchangeable “service
providers” whose value is only as pieces in a puzzle. It leads to a slavish dependence
on things like “student learning outcomes” that now decorate syllabi but that are
meaningless to the learning that, fortunately, still goes on in American classrooms.
These, and quantifiable “results,” can be manipulated by top executives whose only
knowledge of the actualities of education is their own long-past experience as students. These may make executives look impressive. But they have nothing to do
with education.
As any educational “service provider” knows.

Partisan Politics and Academic Freedom
10/31/15
What’s the point of calling academia, or an association of academics like the
American Association of University Professors, “too liberal”? Doing so always has
a political goal; it’s an attempt to make academia—or the organization—more conservative. It’s never an unbiased or objective (whatever that means) complaint; it is
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part of an agenda to transform academia into one’s own image and it needs to be
called out as that.
The faculty trends progressive—yes—and so do its organizations. Boards of
Trustees, on the other hand, tend to be dominated by conservatives—even in public
institutions. Parts of the reasons for that are the very natures of the beasts. Scholars
look for the new, the undiscovered. They take risks. Trustees look to the past, the
tried-and-true. They promote safety. That’s the way it was and, perhaps, that’s the
way it should be. Certainly, we’re not going to change that, whether we like it or
not.
Today, however, even that balance is disappearing, for “conservative” no
longer means what it once did. While liberals remain true to the general trend of the
twentieth century, conservatives have become something else (I am not sure how to
describe it, but “conservative” as we used to know it is certainly not adequate). What
was always, indeed, a false equivalency between the left and the right has become a
distortion, an attempt to pull the so-called “Overton Window” (the window of discourse framing acceptable political ideas) to the far right. Complaining that the faculty is liberal is like complaining that the sky is blue—except that the purpose, today, is to re-color the faculty by forcing rightwing ideologues into it and diluting
the power of “liberal” academia. By the same token, complaining that faculty organizations like the AAUP should not take leftist positions is an attempt to reduce
the influence of the organization, to keep it from representing the “liberal” faculty.
This isn’t even a “conservative” strategy, but an attempt to use the charge of partisanship in a purely partisan manner.
In The New York Times for 10/31/15, the head of one of the most adamantly
rightist think tanks (the American Enterprise Institute), Arthur Brooks, takes the
faculty to task in “Academia’s Rejection of Diversity,” arguing that a lack of conservative voices shows a lack of commitment to diversity of thought. In an essay
datelined 11/09/15 for The Weekly Standard Book Review, “Scholars and Politics:
The AAUP’s Devotion to Freedom Has Its Limits,” Jonathan Marks, a professor of
Political Science at Ursinus College, does somewhat the same for the AAUP, though
in a much more sophisticated and scholarly fashion—and much more tellingly
(though no more accurately). In both cases, the writers are, paradoxically, asking for
a broadening of the faculty or its organization that is, in itself, actually more limiting.
Brooks is the easier to counter. He bases his conclusion on an unnamed (by
him) paper published in Behavior and Brain Sciences. Published last January, “Political diversity will improve socialpsychological science” by Jarret T. Crawford,
José L. Duarte, Jonathan Haidt, Lee Jussim, Charlotta Stern and Philip E. Tetlock
looks at the field of Social Psychology specifically. The article includes this in its
conclusion:
Social psychologists are in deep and productive discussions about how to address multiple threats to the integrity of
their research and publication process. This may be a golden
opportunity for the ﬁeld to take seriously the threats caused by
political homogeneity. We think the case for action is strong,
and we have offered speciﬁc suggestions for ways that social
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psychology can increase its political diversity and minimize
the effects of political bias on its science. (13)
Brooks expands this narrow and focused critique of a particular field to claim
that it “details a shocking level of political groupthink in academia.”
I doubt a look at the predominance of conservatives in business departments
would spark the same outrage in Brooks’ soul.
What Brooks ignores is the very fact of this article, that it is a plea from within
to clean one’s own house. That it could appear at all is a token of the tolerance found
in academia—one that would not be seen in, to take a random example, the American Enterprise Institute. Brooks goes on to ask if politically motivated “untrustworthy academic findings” are “really a problem.” He answers, “most definitely,”
though admitting that this is limited to “a few high-profile cases” and that this “kind
of ideologically motivated fraud is mercifully rare,” undercutting his own conclusion.
That headscratcher aside, what’s most interesting to me about Brooks’ article
is that it comes from a man most certainly not a proponent of “ideological diversity.”
The AEI think tank, in its own words, is dedicated to “strengthening free enterprise.”
That makes any socialist-type conclusions out of bounds, even though, in its “Research Integrity” statement, AEI says that “the substance and conclusions of its research and publications are determined by the individuals conducting the research.”
AEI stalwarts include such ideologically rigid people as John Bolton, Charles Murray and Paul Wolfowitz, and even Lynne Cheney. The resident liberal is Norman
Ornstein.
At one point in his article, Brooks conflates “universities and think tanks.” Yet
he concludes by criticizing universities for not doing exactly what he will not in his
think tank—that is, for limiting the scope of inquiry or, at best, allowing only token
dissent. He writes:
Improving ideological diversity is not a fundamentally
political undertaking. Rather, it is a question of humility.
Proper scholarship is based on the simple virtues of tolerance,
openness and modesty. Having people around who think differently thus improves not only science, but also character.
It’s good for other people, I guess, but not for himself.
Marks, in his criticism of the AAUP, is much more nuanced and much less
overtly political than Brooks, who (essentially) complains about the inclusion of
politics by others in order to further his own political ends. But the point is ultimately much the same, to restrict the faculty from its natural progressive tendency.
He writes that
[T]he AAUP also championed—and still champions—
the idea of the scholar as above the political fray. The “liberty
of the scholar,” declares the 1915 Declaration of Principles
on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure, depends on his
conclusions being “gained by a scholar’s method and held in
a scholar’s spirit.” But that conception of scholarship sat
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uneasily with the AAUP as representative of a distinctive political movement. This tension could be resolved in the minds
of people like [first AAUP president John] Dewey because
they thought that their politics were a product of the scientific
spirit—that is, like many partisans, they were quite sure that
their partisan views were true. But it is not hard to see how
the public might balk at conferring a special status on academics—a status that gives their speech even more protection
than the First Amendment already confers—when they offer
themselves not as gadflies but as advocates and potential rulers.
Oddly enough, this is exactly a criticism that could be aimed at Brooks and the
AEI, though the AEI does not claim academic-freedom protection for its members—
which is Marks’ point about the AAUP, to be honest.
I’m not sure Marks is completely correct, however, when he says that the
AAUP promotes the idea of the scholar ‘above the fray.’ Partisan politics is a battle
for political office. We sometimes extend participation in that, as both Brooks and
Marks do, to include promotion of positions connected with political ideologies—
but that really should be seen as a different thing. Political battles involve ideologies,
but ideological disputes do not necessarily involve participation in partisan battles.
The two should not be conflated; academic freedom is an attempt to circumvent that
conflation.
The difference between academic freedom and the First Amendment is that the
First Amendment was enacted to ensure political debate. It is an explicit protection
for partisanship. Academic freedom, on the other hand, while not meant to place
academics ‘above the fray,’ is intended to remove them from it. It protects them
from being buffeted by politics: If scholarly conclusions tend toward the liberal (as
in climate-change debates), so be it. Forcing a false “balance” should always be
exposed as a political device—as is clearly the case with Brooks. Social psychologists may need to open themselves up to a greater diversity of thought, but so should
the faculties of business schools. So should all of us, including me, Brooks, and
probably even Marks. But that has nothing to do with academic freedom—it has to
do with all of our political leanings, something else entirely.

Against Grants
03/24/16
A decade or so ago, I applied for a travel grant to examine papers of Carlos
Salzedo, a twentieth-century French/American harpist. The request was turned
down, the result of a scathing evaluation by someone who was incensed that I had
not mentioned the other important French/American harpist of the time, Marcel
Grandjany.
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Thing is, I hadn’t set out to study Grandjany nor to look at harpists in general.
I am no musicologist but a student of popular culture. I knew of Salzedo through
my mother, who had studied with him over several summers and who had further
studied with one of his students, Alice Chalifoux, at the Oberlin Conservatory of
Music before starting her own career as a harpist. I had seen pictures of the rows of
young harpists at the summer institutes in Camden, Maine and had heard, of course,
my mother’s stories. I had become quite interested in the subculture that had grown
around Salzedo and wanted to pursue it in light of broader American cultural
changes. Certainly, nothing similar exists now. My question was, Why?
I didn’t feel I could lay all that out in the grant proposal: My real agenda remained hidden. As, I am sure, was the agenda of the person who got me turned
down. That person obviously (from the comments) did not feel Salzedo worthy of
study, not compared to Grandjany, and, I suspect, did not think that an English professor should be writing on classical musicians.
I had not claimed to know more about the harp and harpists than most other
non-harpists, but I do. I grew up with them. Harpists were often around, and I can
even care for harps, string them and tune them, know the various makes and models
and have carried more of them more often than I can possibly remember. But that,
again, is not something I felt I could write about in a grant proposal—though it is
important to the culture that once grew around the instrument (and that still exists,
though in quite a different incarnation).
The rejection of my application led me to realize two things: First, to be successful in applying for a grant, one has to work carefully within much narrower
prescriptions than even application guidelines provide. That is, one has to successfully guess what the predilections of the judges are and tailor the application to them.
And, second, one cannot expect to follow one’s own interests unless they have an
established academic pedigree.
The only grant that I know of that is completely outside of these strictures is
the MacArthur “genius” grant—and one can’t apply for that.
In my scholarship, I don’t want to have to follow where the dollar trails lead.
Fortunately, as a tenured professor, I don’t have to—as long as I’m willing to give
up the recognition that gaining grants accords… which, by the way, is something
I’ve often found strange: Receiving a grant is lauded in institutional publications as
much as, if not more, than actual production of scholarship.
No… I guess it is not strange. Grants are money or can translate into it; scholarship isn’t—not always. Not often.
Grants, by their very nature, restrict study to paths prescribed by the grantors.
They always say that the scholar can make a case for something else, but those arguments are rarely heard. The judges base their decisions on their own biases—as
did the Grandjany admirer—and on a narrow range of qualifications on the part of
the applicant.
Instead of furthering original scholarship, our contemporary system of grants
(for the most part—again, the MacArthur Foundation is an example of a countering
trend) tends to valorize proposals that color inside the lines. The following of the
latest academic fads is encouraged, as is devotion to the established figures within
one’s field. The taking of chances is discouraged not only by the process but by the
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fact that the judges tend to be those with vested interests in particular approaches to
whatever question is under consideration.
That’s not going to change, certainly not while the dollar-driven corporate
model of higher education and scholarship remains in place.
Oh, well.

“Relying on Women, Not Rewarding Them”
04/13/17
An 04/12/17 article in Inside Higher Ed by Colleen Flaherty points out something all of us in academic should already know but that many of us conveniently
ignore: women, to put it bluntly, are the dogsbodies of most academic departments.
Not only that, but I suspect that they teach a disproportionate percentage of lowerlevel courses—probably for much the same reasons. Flaherty is writing about a new
study by Casssandra Guarino and Victor Borden, “Faculty Service Loads and Gender: Are Women Taking Care of the Academic Family?” She says:
In a first, basic crack at the data, the authors determined
that women in the national sample performed 30 more minutes
per week of service than men and 1.5 more service activities
per year than men in the local sample, and that the difference
was statistically significant in both cases.
That does not surprise me; it has long frustrated me to see women colleagues
devoting time to their service duties far beyond what men are doing and taking time
away from their own research agendas. When I have advised them to pull back from
service commitments in favor of their own advancement, I’ve gotten pained looks
and replies like, “I just can’t. I’ve committed to this work and have to complete it”
though it has grown in scope and demand since it was taken on. According to Flaherty:
The authors assert that service is an area of inequity that
can be addressed relatively easily, via careful monitoring of
service requests and allocations. Female faculty members, it
says, “could be mentored +-1+to show more selectivity in
their service-related choices and cultivate their ability to say
no to requests.” Department chairs and deans, meanwhile,
“could be made to be more fully aware of how service assignments are being meted out. A simple increase in overall
awareness of this issue may improve overall attitudes toward
service loads, remove traces of gender bias from service expectations and enable both women and men to accept or decline service requests with equal ease and impunity.”
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This should extend beyond simple questions of service but to how release time
for scholarship is administered. In a meeting I attended recently, a female department chair suggested that teachers taking maternity leave could round out the semester by using leave time, sabbatical. I objected, saying that’s an inappropriate use
of valuable research time. The rejoinder was that parents can do their research at
home while caring for an infant, killing two birds with one stone, so to speak.
This attitude needs changing.
Flaherty quotes Joya Misra of the University of Massachusetts at Amherst: the
“daily grind of service and leadership rarely carries the respect and reputational benefits of disciplinary service, while it actively limits women’s research time.” I have
even heard of many cases where faculty have been told to use release time for research for service obligations instead; only once have I heard of this being said to a
man (though many of the speakers have been women).
Another way of addressing this problem is working to elevate the status of
service within the academic community—just as we should be elevating the prestige
of teaching lower-level courses (something more challenging, I find, than teaching
upper-level courses, and actually more gratifying—but you wouldn’t know it from
the way people scramble for ‘the top’). Institutional reward for service excellence—
including in decisions on retention, promotion and tenure (RPT)—would be a start.
Most schools have an annual award for a top scholar; how many have one for service? In peer-review meetings for promotion, service is often passed over briefly,
the vast majority of the discussion centering on scholarship, yet service has at least
as great an institutional value as does scholarship. We’re even told, however, that
the rule of thumb is 40% teaching, 40% scholarship and 20% service in looking at
promotion possibilities.
What I have seen some people do is combine their service activities with the
scholarship. In many cases, this can be hard to do but, for some, it is possible. It
shouldn’t be necessary, but it does alleviate some of the pressure to perform service
duties at the expense of scholarship (these things, after all, have to get done).
What I hate seeing is people bowing to pressure to fulfill service obligations
when they should be conducting research or writing—to their own detriment. That
it happens shows little institutional respect for scholarship and a bowing to corporate
‘need’ instead of taking individual advancement also into consideration. People—
and it is primarily women this happens to—take on service responsibilities (or, more
accurately, have them thrust upon them) and are then punished for them at times of
reappointment, tenure and promotion—because they have not published enough.
Flaherty ends by quoting Laura Perna of the University of Pennsylvania:
More broadly, the study raises important questions
about “what it is we are valuing in our reward system,” she
said. Service, not always rewarded like other kinds of faculty
work, “is really oriented toward advancing [an institution’s]
collective mission.”
Those very institutions need to rethink how they value those people who, by
their actions, support them most.
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Abusing the Idea of Tenure
04/21/18
The 1940 AAUP Statement of Principles on Academic Freedom and Tenure
argues that:
Tenure is a means to certain ends; specifically: (1) freedom of
teaching and research and of extramural activities, and (2) a
sufficient degree of economic security to make the profession
attractive to men and women of ability. Freedom and economic security, hence, tenure, are indispensable to the success
of an institution in fulfilling its obligations to its students and
to society.
In no way is this a claim of permanent employment for tenured professors in
all situations. Nor is it something that should be bragged about having attained in
discussions within the public sphere. It is not, after all, dispensation to say anything
one pleases in any context (freedom of speech concerns that) and it does not make
its bearer special or better than anyone else.
In a time when too many professors lack tenure or its possibility, it is also not
something that should be seen as a right or a privilege for a few but as a support
allowing those of us lucky enough to be tenured in what should be all of our fight
for this important status to be expanded to a much greater percentage of the faculty.
Tenure becomes more and more meaningless when fewer and fewer people have it.
It cannot be “indispensable to the success of an institution” when it is granted to few
in the institution. It helps almost nothing when tenure is seen as a privilege and not
a responsibility. Quite the opposite.
I want to separate tenure and even academic freedom out from free speech
today because of a recent incident where Randa Jarrar, a tenured professor at Fresno
State in California has conflated the two—or, at least, has implied her speech is a
little more free than that of most because she has tenure (“After calling Barbara
Bush an ‘amazing racist,’ a professor taunts critics: ‘I will never be fired’” by Cleve
R. Wootson Jr. and Herman Wong on 04/19/18). In response to those outraged by a
tweet of hers:
The professor taunted those attacking her, sharing a
contact number that was that of Arizona State University’s suicide hotline, and said she was a tenured professor who makes
$100,000 a year.
“I will never be fired,” she tweeted. (“After calling Barbara Bush an ‘amazing racist,’ a professor taunts critics: ‘I will
never be fired,’”
She shouldn’t be fired, but not because of tenure. She should not be fired because the continued existence of our system of governance requires that almost all
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speech be tolerated by our governments and their entities (including public colleges
and universities). But that has nothing to do with tenure.
Jarrar’s right to speak should not be abridged, and her job should not be threatened, no matter how ridiculous her comments may be (as long as they are not an
equivalent to that old ‘shouting fire in a crowded theater’). As Michelle Goldberg
writes (“The Politically Incorrect Randa Jarrar,” 04/20/18):
There is… no “grotesque” exception to the First Amendment. “Randa Jarrar’s speech is constitutionally protected,
and Fresno State cannot, consistent with the First Amendment, discipline her for it,” Ari Cohn of the Foundation for
Individual Rights in Education told me. “On top of that, the
public announcement of an investigation, with clear statements from the university president indicating that he would
like to take some kind of serious action against Jarrar, itself
can violate the First Amendment.”
Again, though, that has nothing to do with tenure. At a public institution, a
newly hired assistant professor and a part-time instructor rate just as much protection as Jarrar. As Seth Kahn, a professor in Pennsylvania wrote on Facebook in
response to a news story on Jarrar’s comment:
If you needed more evidence that tenure doesn’t indicate
better faculty, here ya go. I doubt she’s actually an idiot, but
flaunting tenure as her protection for being a provocateur is
wrong. And it feeds the millions of trolls out there who already
think we’re all like this.
If she wants to wave the First Amendment around as protection, good on her. But to hide behind her job as if that protects her from the consequences of saying things publicly?
F[***] that.
We, faculty and everyone else, need to loudly protect the First Amendment
rights of everyone. Why? Writing for Vox on 04/25/18 (“The controversy over a
professor’s tweet calling Barbara Bush a racist, explained”), Anna North notes that:
The controversy over Jarrar’s tweets comes at a time of
larger debates around speech on college campuses, though
these have typically taken a different form. Conservative New
York Times columnists Bret Stephens and David Brooks,
among others, have written with disapproval when college
students protest comments by professors or appearances by
conservative speakers.
In October, Stephens wrote that today, “professors live
in fear of accidentally offending their own students and a governor needs to declare a countywide state of emergency so
that white supremacist Richard Spencer can speak at the
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University of Florida.” But, he wrote, “free speech is what
makes educational excellence possible.”…
Brooks, meanwhile, wrote in March that “students
across the country continue to attack and shut down speakers
at a steady pace, from Christina Hoff Sommers to Jordan Peterson.”
No one should be shut down, on public university campuses or elsewhere. And
you can’t make distinctions, be they political leanings or tenure status.
What angers Professor Kahn is that what Professor Jarrar has done is add an
unwarranted and unneeded element into a debate over Freedom of Speech. And he
is right to be concerned. The image of tenure has become one of elite faculty able
to do whatever they please without consequence, an image frequently used in attacks
on American higher education. To insert tenure as a defense in places where it does
not belong is not only irresponsible but actually damaging to the institution of tenure
itself and, as a result, to the status and effectiveness of our American colleges and
universities.

Continuing Assumptions About Aging
When I began my serious attempt at an academic career, I was middle-aged. I
didn’t feel old, but I quickly found I was competing with scholars twenty years—or
more—my junior. I pushed my way ahead anyway, wanting to catch up with my
contemporaries. Problem was, by the time I reached them, they were starting to
retire—and I, now ensconced among the younger cohort, had no thought of doing
so. Instead, I felt my career was just hitting its stride when I was hitting 65.
But I noticed two things. First, younger colleagues, now thirty and more years
my junior, were starting to patronize me. One even called me “wise.” The other was
that no one would consider me for a job any longer, if I decided to leave my current
position. I was, I realized stuck in a stereotype concerning those toward the ends of
their careers and chased by a desire to keep departments youthful.
The American fascination with youth that reached its height with my babyboomer generation has turned on us, now blocking our way when once it had
cleared it. We’re fighting back, though, trying to prove that the assumptions about
age that we once promulgated are wrong.
07/14/18
Writing for InsideHigherEd, Rebecca Gould (“Democratizing the American
University,” 09/13/18) claims that mandatory retirement at 65 would be “a good
first step toward dismantling hierarchies and opening opportunities for many more
young scholars.” The assumption, of course, is that young scholars are of more value
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than older ones. And that older scholars don’t need opportunities. Oh, and that senior
academics create, of necessity, abusive hierarchies.
The assumption, also, is quintessential ageism.
As one who didn’t start a serious academic career until he was in his fifties and
who is now 66, I’m more than a little biased on this question, but I really don’t see
the value of shoving people aside simply because they have lived more years. I
learned this when I was young, from older people.
Perhaps my favorite professor when I was an undergraduate at Beloit College
in Wisconsin was a man, Bernard Morrissey, who was approaching 80 (he wouldn’t
quite make it, dying shoveling snow soon after my class with him). He taught a
course called “A Natural History of Satan,” a literature course I retain more from
than any other I took, even in graduate school. Morrissey would stand at the lectern,
shiny skin on his head looking like buffed parchment, a fringe of white hair and the
most demonic smile I have ever seen hovering over the room of awed undergraduates.
In addition to being memorable, more than any other teacher I have ever had
(outside of my dissertation director), Morrissey changed the arc of my academic
climb.
For the May/June 2018 issue of Academe, Margaret Morganroth Gullette
wrote “The Monument and the Wrecking Crew: Ageism in the academy,” an essay
in which she writes of the tragedy of “treating aging, in the profession, and in ordinary life, as a decline.” Making the assumptions that Gould makes writes off, without any consideration, the most skilled and knowledgeable part of society. Followed
to its logical conclusion, the young might as well just kill us all. Remember Wild in
the Streets? Remember “Don’t trust anyone over 30”?
Maybe we have to be older to understand how stupid we were when we were
young. Certainly, we’ll never learn that at all if we cull people out as their hair grays.

Faculty Responsibility in the Public Sphere
07/09/18
My embarkation on an academic career coincided with the rise of what we now
call “social media,” then known as “the blogosphere.” At that time, many involved
online cloaked themselves in anonymity in the mistaken belief that they couldn’t be
discovered. That made me uncomfortable: There are many legitimate reasons for
masking one’s identity but there was also great room for abuse. One of the reasons
given for hiding was that participation in the blogs could hurt the career of a job
seeker or a climbing instructor or assistant professor. Early on, I decided I would
risk that. I wanted to take responsibility for my words–as I do for my actions.
Academic freedom had always, to me, carried with it individual responsibility
for what each professor writes, says or does. This, obviously, is a personal responsibility, not something that can be mandated, but it is a critical part of the ethos of a
professional academic.
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As a group, while we must protect the academic freedom and freedom of
speech of our colleagues–through law, contract and whatever other means come to
hand, we have no control (nor should we have) over what they do, in fact, say or
write. Nor should we. That should come from within.
Though the content of individual expression is rightfully decided upon by the
individual, that does not mean there is no responsibility for that content. Each of us
needs to be aware of the impact of our actions in the public sphere. This is particularly the case for academics, for they are protected not only by freedom of speech
but by academic freedom, a right specific to expression by members of the profession and for specific reasons relating to fulfillment of professional responsibilities.
One of the things that I decided as I thought about this back in 2004 was that I
would only attack in writing those I would not be harming in a material way. I could
take on someone like David Horowitz or media pundit David Brooks: Neither of
them would care nor, most likely, would they respond. On the other hand, I would
never approach them in person other than politely. Even then, I would not engage
them critically unless they had previously signaled willingness to spar.
I would never call out a graduate instructor publicly, as recently happened at
Marquette University, nor would I berate even the famous in a Richmond, VA
bookstore, as also happened. I might not to act in such manners, no matter my profession, but I certainly will not, as an academic. It is my responsibility to myself as
a member of the faculty to write and act with a certain degree of decorum. It is my
responsibility, also, to my colleagues and students and even to my institution.
It is easy to forget this when we rise to the defense of colleagues who we see
being punished for exercising freedom of speech and/or academic freedom. In fact,
we should forget it, at least, right then.
But right now, in a political milieu where decorum has all but disappeared, the
question of my personal behavior as both a citizen and a faculty member rises within
me with renewed force. On campus, this includes how I might react to a fascist
speaking as an invited guest or to a crowd shouting down any speaker. I would hope
I would stand up to protect that speaker’s ability to continue talking. But I would
not be happy doing so. After an unfortunate incident at my own alma mater, I corresponded civilly with people on both sides to try to understand and, maybe, help
resolve the issue–but I wasn’t there, so can’t say how I might have reacted had I
been.
We are living in a time of crisis for both our democracy and our educational
institutions. How it will resolve itself will depend, in part, on how we comport ourselves as individuals who recognize our responsibilities to both our system of government and to ourselves as academic professionals.
Though we must act in concert, how we behave is up to each of us. Unless we
understand what that implies, we will never overcome.
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On the Tenured and Teaching
03/04/19
The traditional classroom is an admittedly questionable structure. It limits
learning by confining bodies of knowledge within four walls, scuffed floor and ceiling generally too low. It also keeps things out, particularly a world that should have
an impact on every type of learning. It reinforces hierarchy: no matter that teachers
try circles and small groups, the classroom’s physical structures and accouterments
emphasize teacher control. It stifles innovation: aside from technology, those circles
and small groups are about as far as one can go in trying something new within. But
it does do one thing: it connects students with teachers, the heart of any good education.
Things do need to be tried to create more expansive learning environments and
some have been, including the introduction of technology into the classroom; the
hybrid concept where a lesser period of time is spent within, a commensurate
amount online; the fully online class (the contemporary version of the old correspondence course); the Massive Open Online Course or MOOC; and the much older
Personalized System of Instruction or PSI that makes the lecture hall but one facility
at an instructor’s disposal. These, and more, have met with varying degrees of success. Yet they have one accidental flaw in common, the paradoxical effect of turning
teacher attention away from direct participation in the task of instruction, though
they are not alone responsible for this.
This side effect that turns us away from teaching makes activity away from
actual interaction with students more important to careers–and to the campus hierarchy. Along with growing emphasis on scholarship in Reappointment, Promotion
and Tenure (RPT) processes across all of higher education (including such traditionally teaching-focused entities as community colleges), these attempts to challenge our teaching traditions are, at odds with intent, allowing us to focus less than
ever before on what occurs during our Carnegie hours. Throw a third factor into the
pot: the growth of reliance on adjuncts for teaching that has made quite a few fulltimers view actual teaching, especially at lower levels (which, I admit, has always
been viewed by some faculty as work for the non-tenured, and “worse”), as something beneath them. Teaching, no matter the lip service paid, slips further toward
institutional unimportance.
Today, and partly because of this growing and often unconscious disparagement of the actual act of teaching, many full-time and permanent faculty members
at all sorts of institutions of higher education look longingly at research universities
where the tenured elites sometimes teach only one course a semester or, more generally, two. Faculty members rationalize that the other things they are doing—writing books and papers, attending conferences, developing programs, refining general
education (the list is endless)—are more important and more interesting than (yawn)
another fifteen-week encounter with undergraduates. That’s where they could really
shine, if only they had the time.
Making matters worse, instead of teachers, many academic departments today
want their permanent full-time members to be leaders, leaving the bulk of the actual
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teaching to instructors, adjuncts and contingent hires. The faculty are often tempted
into compliance by release time, a reward for doing non-teaching work that is often
both easier and more obviously rewarding (in terms of RPT) than toil with students.
We’ve gotten to the point, on many campuses, where release time is jealously
guarded and highly prized. In some cases, the more venal sort of chair uses it to
solidify power, giving it out as favors to those who support him or her, something
like the patronage of Tammany Hall.
There are plenty of full-time university teachers today who have created cushy
enclaves for themselves away from daily interaction with colleagues and students—
much to the annoyance, of course, of those many who still do see teaching as the
heart of their profession. They do this in a variety of ways. Some take possession of
online or hybrid offerings that allow them, essentially, to do much more than ever
of their work from home—almost to disappear from campus. Others work the administrative system, becoming the faculty the power structure turns to when needing
participation in things like preparation for accreditation review. A few might even
be able to convince the institution that their scholarship is just so important that it
makes teaching a trivial impediment that the school should kick away.
There are plenty of other ways to get out of teaching. Each of them carries the
implicit agreement that this alternative activity, whatever it is, carries more institutional weight than teaching. That it is more important.
Aside from promoting scholarship, the purpose of release time should be to
reward people who are completing needed but arduous tasks, things taking us away
from what we really should be wanting to do, that is, teaching and working on our
scholarship. Instead, far too often, it is becoming a device enabling full-time and
permanent faculty to avoid teaching, further distancing the work of the tenured and
tenure-tracked from that of the part-time and contingent. Few of the lucky ones want
to hear this, but the adjuncts know it is true: it is part of what has become a system
of unequal work as well as unequal pay that they see every day, the point driven
home as they pass empty full-timer offices for the crowded stockyards where adjuncts are housed.
I don’t know how to reestablish pride and enjoyment in the role of teaching as
a prime faculty activity. I do know some of the factors, however, that have demeaned
it: Student Evaluation of Teacher forms that give little useful information and are
easy to abuse; peer observations that become punitive, not helpful; Student Learning
Outcomes developed far away from classrooms with little relevance, as a result, to
actual student progress; assessment that promotes numbers over an activity that has
never been successfully quantified—and that shouldn’t be; low pay, which signals
lack of importance in the eyes of administrators, for those (more and more often
adjuncts) doing the bulk of the teaching; and reward for teaching “excellence” decided upon by people who have never seen the individual in action.
The only way to change this is for more and more of us who are tenured and
on the tenure track to start refocusing our activities, making teaching our personal
priority. We generally got into this game because we love the dynamics of teaching
but have allowed that love to be beaten out of us by a system that rewards activity
surrounding teaching more than it does the teaching itself, a system that, in fact,
denigrates teaching and teachers (wittingly or not).
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At the same time, as adjunct advocates have long been arguing, we permanent
full-timers have to begin to show more respect (and to feel it) for our contingent and
adjunct colleagues, advocating for vastly increased pay and bringing them into departmental conversations (with compensation) about teaching. Some of us try this,
but administrators continue to attempt to divide us, offering to increase adjunct pay
by cutting increases for full-timers (as recently happened in contract negotiations
between the Professional Staff Congress and the City University of New York). We
have to reject this while working to increase the respect for all teachers, even those
outside of higher education, advocating for a reasonable wage for everyone, everywhere.
Only when we succeed at this will we re-establish respect for ourselves as we
enter our classrooms—or into whatever facilities we decide, as teachers, will best
further the goals we set. Only when we succeed at this will we once more enjoy our
jobs.

A “Voluntary Mandatory” Retirement?
06/29/19
What’s with our disdain for age? I felt it myself for a bit in the sixties, that
“don’t trust anyone over thirty” nonsense. But I got over it—even before I got old
myself. The people who were influencing me most back then, I realized, were even
older than my ancient parents who, by the end of the sixties, were both (heavens!)
in their forties.
One of my favorite professors in college was close to eighty; another was pushing seventy. Later, when I lived in West Africa, I noted a greater respect for age
than I had been seeing at home. Le vieux and la vieille were people turned to for
advice, people whose experience trumped even their possibly failing faculties. They
were treated well–not like at home.
Too many of my fellow Americans, unfortunately, don’t seem to have had that
advantage of learning from the elderly—they surely haven’t learned the value of
age. At least, they dismiss its wisdom. In The Washington Post, Robert Zaretsky,
himself a professor in his mid-sixties writing about getting us old folk out of the
academy, says:
Clearly, the American Association of University Professors has no more plans than the Democratic National Committee to propose even a voluntary mandatory retirement age.
Yet, with the futures of the academy and democracy equally at
stake, my generation needs to think as carefully as possible
whether the time has come to turn the helm over to the next
generation. If wisdom comes with experience, we are surely
wise enough to find ways to retire while continuing to share
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our knowledge. (“We need a mandatory retirement age for
professors,” 06/28/19)
Putting aside the oxymoronic “voluntary mandatory,” this scolding of those of
my generation who, like me, have passed 65, is grievously misplaced. Not only does
it seem to want us to stop teaching while continuing to teach, but it implies that we
are somehow responsible for the “downfall” of the academy. Hell, even of democracy. Earlier on, Zaretsky has made this explicit, tying the plight of adjuncts and
contingent hires to the refusal of us geezers to get out of the way and also somehow
blaming us for the fall in the numbers of humanities majors.
There are more adjuncts because administrators don’t want to hire more fulltimers and not because we older profs are hogging the road. Our retiring won’t
change that situation or even put a dent in it (there are half the number of full-time
professors, percentage-wise, today than there were a generation ago—a fact that has
nothing to do with professorial age). The barrier to full-time employment is not faculty who refuse to retire but administrators who refuse to hire.
The dropping interest in the humanities can’t be blamed on us either: it stems
from cultural changes beyond campus walls. We can do something to help change
that but doing so will require the involvement of all faculty, not just the old.
Last year, my last as Faculty Editor of Academe, I selected and edited Margaret
Morganroth Gullette’s “The Monument and the Wrecking Crew,” an essay I wish
Zaretsky had read before popping off in the Post. Gullette writes:
And with the loss of respected elders comes the increasing proletarianization of faculties, the weakening of faculty
governance over curriculum, and the loss of the protections
and standards that made teaching attractive to generations of
brilliant and dedicated people, however poorly paid in comparison with other professionals. Some data suggest that
graduation rates drop where adjunctification rises. The most
highly endowed colleges and universities will remain great,
but only if they decide to keep more of the tenured and the
responsibilities that tenure ensures—and thus the life-course
values it indirectly but powerfully conveys. (Academe, MayJune 2018)
Gullette has much more to say about this issue: read her and then look at Zaretsky. You will easily identify a number of the reasons why his comments make
me roll my eyes and slap my forehead.
Another is my own experience. Since turning 65 a year-and-a-half ago, I have
edited and co-authored books now in the production process. I have written book
chapters, some published, some also awaiting print. I have also written book reviews, an op-ed for a major newspaper and an article for a professional, non-academic journal—in addition to my duties as Faculty Editor for Academe. Right now,
I am in the middle of composing an 8,000-word chapter along with two books. I
have written some 150 blog posts since turning 65, totaling perhaps 150,000 words.
Like many humanities professors my age, I am doing as much writing as my younger
colleagues–more than most.
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At the same time, I have refocused my teaching activities toward First Year
Composition, where I see the greatest need for creative and innovative approaches.
Each semester, I change how I teach as I, along with others in my department, explore means of improving the ways we meet the needs of an evolving student population.
Yes, over the past few years, I have had to change the way I do things, taking
into account the fact that I have neither the physical energy nor the strength of earlier
days. And, yes, I have slowed down. But a slower pace has not devalued my contribution. I am a better teacher now than I ever was—even though I am wiped out for
an hour or two after back-to-back 75-minute classes. And I have more to offer to
our ongoing effort to improve my department’s performance than ever before.
There is, of course, plenty of dead wood in academia. But it is not restricted to
those of us who can no longer climb five flights of stairs without a struggle. There
are adjuncts and assistant professors who contribute a lot less to the students in their
classes than we older professors do. There are quite a number of associate professors
more intent on making ‘full’ than on contributing to their fields and departments—
and who accomplish less with more fanfare than the little that surrounds those of us
who no longer have to worry about being noticed.
Though our presence is not quite as high-profile as that of younger strivers, to
push me and others my age out, even “voluntarily,” would be a grievous loss to our
institution–and particularly to our students. Rather than being in anyone’s way, we
are a contributing part of a faculty whose strength increases along with its diversity,
including diversity of age.
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Research and Discussion
The definition of “research” has changed over the last twenty years. No longer
does it involve poring over “many a quaint and curious volume of forgotten lore.”
No longer is it careful comparisons or even subtle contrast. No longer does it require “a hundred visions and revisions” before embarking on the long and difficult
process to possible publication. Now, research in all but STEM fields, seems to be
centered on database searches. Even this is debased in public imagination to quick
Google searches. When someone says they have “researched” something, this is all
they have done, most likely. Worse, their searches were likely based on words and
phrases pulled from thin air, not careful consideration, and they probably looked at
only the first page of results, even if there may be thousands. What people are finding does not lead to conclusions increasing the common body of knowledge.
Scholars need to show that they are doing something different.
“Discussion,” too, has changed its meaning. No longer is it something meant
to increase the knowledge of both parties but an avenue for defeating opponents.
Here, too, scholars need to take the lead in changing that perception.

Stifling Discourse in Academia
12/03/05
The constant pounding at academia by the David Horowitz’s and John Tierney’s is growing: another left-wing professor has been denied tenure, allegedly because of his open left-wing beliefs. This time it is Alan Temes, an assistant professor
of health and physical education at Indiana University of Pennsylvania (a school in
the system I also teach for—or did at the time I first wrote this). Among other things,
Temes had posted (and updated) the death counts of US soldiers in Iraq.
This isn’t an isolated case. Last spring, Yale decided not to renew anthropologist David Graeber’s contract, possibly because of his anarchist leanings.
We on the left aren’t doing enough to strengthen academia so that it can withstand such attacks. We become simply defensive… and often as simplistic as the
right. To some extent, we are actually helping the right defeat us. Still, we can’t sit
around and just express our woes and talk about how best to improve academia.
There is a threat now, and it needs to be intelligently countered or we will lose more
and more of our best as teachers as they opt out or decide that they can only remain
in academia if they hide their political orientations—and there aren’t many who are
willing to do that.
The comments on the story (“Casualty of Anti-War Activism” by Scott
Jaschik, 12/02/05) on Temes on InsideHigherEd.com are indicative of the problem.
Last time I checked, God didn’t give Mr. Temes the right
to take control of the state’s property….
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This professor was instructed to teach, eh, health, not
lead leftist protests and make leftist attempts to change the
world. As an employee of the university, he overstepped the
bounderies. Another leftist loser....
I am always profoundly skeptical when folks claim they
have been denied tenure because of “blogs” or public displays that fall clearly within first amendment parameters. My
bet: the fellow did not meet the criteria for tenure at the institution…. because the professor is at a public institution, he
should refrain from using that public space for political use….
Sure, there were as many (no, more) comments in support of Temes, but the
impact of the Horowitz point of view (that teachers should stick to their subjects,
bringing nothing more into the classroom—a point of view that he contradicts, by
the way, by demanding greater “diversity” of political views in our universities) is
clear: more and more people are accepting the view that it is “inappropriate” for
college professors (especially at public universities) to express their views on campus.
The right even sees mention of dead US soldiers as a political statement (witness Sinclair Broadcast Group’s reaction to the reading of the names of US dead on
Nightline), but doing so is not in itself pejorative or insisting of a political point of
view. From an academic standpoint, it is simply an insistence that an issue of importance to all Americans be kept before contemporary students. That Temes is a
teacher of health and physical education is beside the point: it is the responsibility
of all teachers to keep the topics of the day before their students. Isolating them from
the “real world” actually harms student growth into aware and active members of a
democracy.
In addition, life cannot be compartmentalized. Politics has an impact on all
decisions. We are denying reality when we try to argue that politics can be kept out
of the classroom and from hiring and promotion decisions. By pretending to keep
politics away, we are simply giving precedence to the politics of the status quo, an
inherently conservative position (however much Horowitz may argue to the contrary).
Temes, as far as I know, was doing nothing that would not stimulate academic
debate, nothing that would intimidate students into following his “party line.” Instead, he was insisting that we recognize, even inside academia, that we are political
creatures living in a world where political decisions affect us all. In addition, he did
not claim to be speaking for the university (as the flyer Fish mentions seems to have
accidentally done) and could in no way have been mistaken for an “official” representative of university policy.
Temes was doing what a good teacher should. He was being honest and open—
and was encouraging thought.
Instead of being denied tenure, he should be congratulated. He was doing his
job.
Even were Temes an anti-choice advocate who posted pictures of aborted fetuses on his door, I would support his application for tenue (assuming all other
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criteria had been met—some of the posters on InsideHigherEd.com criticize him for
not having published enough, but his, like mine, is an institution that focuses on
teaching and service to the university with a somewhat lesser emphasis on scholarship). For any of us to hide our beliefs is a bit of dishonesty that teaches our students
that it is best to present a false face if one wants to succeed.
Insisting that our politics be opaque within the academic institution not only
promotes an acceptance of dishonesty, but it also flies in the face of one of the basic
tenets of democracy, that each individual is able to make up his or her own mind
within a milieu of open discussion. It shows a lack of respect for our students and a
belief that they are so feeble that we can manipulate them at will. It is, in fact, an
elitist view
We on the left need to reject this, clearly and forcefully—and publicly.

Academic Commons
12/31/07
Nick Montfort posted on Grand Text Auto (“Digital Media, Games, and Open
Access,” 12/21/07) concerning open access and academic journals.
Let me start with a sober and analytic reaction: “Yippee!”
That out of the way, the battle between those of us who believe that the “commons” benefits everyone (in part, through what I call “the Grateful Dead effect,”
from the impact of the band’s decision to encourage taping of shows and the trading
of tapes and those who believe the same about “ownership” extends well beyond
academia. It has a particularly pressing and important connection to education, however, for decisions about ownership have an immediate and fundamental impact on
what we can do in the classroom. And on the place of our research in the wider
society (Montfort's immediate concern).
Montfort writes:
I think there must be a few things that those of us who
are part of the scholarly publishing process can do to foster
an open-access future. The easiest thing that I’m able to think
of is simply not volunteering our labor to lock academic writing away from the public.
It’s ironic: We who most need unfettered access to knowledge are sometimes
the most protective of it. Or, as Montfort describes, allow ourselves to be used by a
process that results in what he calls “anti-publication”:
It may serve some credentialing purposes and help universities assess tenure and promotion cases, but it ends up restricting access to scholarly work rather than helping to publish that work, that is, helping to make it available to the public.
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Yet many of us, even proponents of what Brad DeLong calls ”The Invisible
College”, continue to support this process through continued writing and reviewing.
With that in mind, Montfort sent this email to one journal requesting he act as a
reviewer:
With regard to your request, I cannot agree to review
for your journal right now. If [it] becomes an open access
journal, I will be very glad to review articles for the journal.
Montfort ends with this:
I was also thinking that those of us who are academics
dealing with digital media have the chance now to determine
whether we’re going to become one of those public-irrelevant
fields where anti-publication is the norm and we speak only to
ourselves, or whether we want to speak to and learn from
those creating and encountering poems, games, art, drama,
writing, and other sorts of digital work outside the university.
For us to speak effectively outside the narrow confines of educational institutions, we in academia need to start moving publication of our work online and into
venues we create ourselves (without institutional backing), developing a web of reference and insistence that evaluation for promotion no longer rest on the “quality”
of the publication venue but on the work itself. We can even help establish the value
of particular works through our links and comments. This is already going on, of
course (even this post is part of it—in a very small way), but we've yet to reach the
'tipping point' that will bring us to academic respectability.
Idealistic? Yes. Difficult? Yes. But it is happening—on blogs and on new types
of open-source online journals. As Montfort says, without it we will never establish
the dynamism and relevancy in the wider world that so many of us want. Even as
scholars, after all, we desire to be of the world, not simply about it.
[Update: Sherman Dorn makes the point that what Montfort is advocating is
simply divisive, setting up a dichotomy where a spectrum would be preferable.
While I agree, I also see that Montfort's position is one in need of loud expression
if it is going to have any impact at all.]

Theory and Knowledge
03/31/12
Too many of us in the Humanities have a sneaky suspicion that we are involved
only with kitsch, that we are far removed from the avant-garde which, deep in our
hearts, we worry may only be reserved for scientists. Our worries are linked to a
misunderstanding of the two-cultures argument of C. P. Snow and by the inferiority
complex that grew in the wake of Sputnik.
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As I have argued, one result of our growing inferiority complex was the peculiar devotion to "Theory" that grew up in the Humanities starting in the 1970s and
that threatened to sidetrack almost any discussion into its arcane and scholastic
mazes. This hasn’t completely subsided. Film Studies, David Bordwell and Noel
Carroll's collection Post-Theory notwithstanding, is still mired in pointless arguments over the primacy of one theoretical point in relation to another—or in dancing
on the head of a pin. So are many Literature departments.
But we in the Humanities aren't the only ones suffering from this peculiar disease. In The New York Times for 03/30/12, Political Science professors Kevin Clarke
and David Primo point out in “Overcoming ‘Physics Envy’” that the Social Sciences
struggle with the same malady. They call it "science envy."
They bring up a couple of significant and related points.
First, the 'scientific method' or, as they call it, 'hypothetico-deductivism,' isn't
the only way to attain, prove, and present knowledge. Not everything, after all, can
be reduced to quantifiable data—precisely the problem we are facing in our educational systems today as we rely more and more on testing, forgetting that the testable
isn't the totality of either education or knowledge (Clarke and Primo don't go into
this—I'm simply extrapolating from their piece).
Second, we rely on all sorts of 'information' that comes to use through paths
other than 'hypothetico-deductivism.' Clarke and Primo use examples from their
field, but almost anyone could find others. It's reductive and confining to look to a
single methodology only, especially when we judge the others through the lens of
that one.
And third, any method is useful as long as it helps one get somewhere. A map,
for example, can do this, sure—but it doesn't do the actual driving. And asking at a
gas station works, too. Both are only tools or methods, and ones of many—all of
which are held together by thought, not theory.
Clarke and Primo end their article by saying that "social scientists would be
better off doing what they do best: thinking deeply about what prompts human beings to behave the way they do."
The same could be said for the Humanities.

The Changes Around Us
06/28/12
One of the things I have noticed over the past few years is how much easier
the type of research I like to do is getting. No longer do I have to go to one of the
massive university libraries; no longer do I have to wait for inter-library loan. No
longer do I have to put one avenue of investigation on hold while waiting to view
hard-to-find sources. Because much of what I want to read first was generally published before 1923, almost everything I need is available on the web, generally from
Gutenberg.org or Bartleby.com or Archive.org, if not from a university website.
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Not only that, but the footnotes and bibliographies in my newer books often
lead me to books I can buy for almost nothing, getting them much more quickly than
I ever could before and removing the danger (for me) of forgetting to return them to
their homes.
Last night, I lay down on the bed to do a little preliminary reading, my Kindle
Fire and a stack of books beside me. As I read, I was able to look up additional
information at my ease, finding and ordering—and downloading—other books. I
was happier than a pig in... well....
None of this is new, of course, just easier. My laptop could do all the Kindle
can—and more. But it is bulky and gets rather hot. Libraries, though I had to travel
to them, offer almost everything I can find on the web.
Ease, though, is changing research in the humanities. The things that can be
found quickly and easily on the internet are those that are going to get most of the
attention from scholars—who are as lazy as anyone else. We are as bad as anyone
at not refining our searches when we get a million hits, of looking at only the first
five of the Google results.
Things behind paywalls are going to start to suffer from this—if they haven't
already. With the amount of information available for free, fewer and fewer are going to be willing to pay for an article—certainly not the $30 or so that is often
charged by the Elseviers of the world. The top journals remain profit centers, but
they are beginning to lose their scholarly centrality—especially in the humanities
(though, from what I hear, there's quite a big rebellion beginning in the sciences).
For a long time, they have been the playpen of the old guard, the places where those
in academic power can express themselves (though rather tepidly and within constraints established by past generations of scholars). Now, they are being bypassed
by open online journals and even by blogs and social media. Significant information
can almost always be found elsewhere.
Unless they (and their back issues) are easily available on the web, humanities
journals run the risk of becoming backwaters. This will certainly be true as alternative venues for scholarship become acceptable to hiring, promotion, and tenure committees—as is now happening. The Modern Language Association (MLA), seeing
this, has taken an important step towards making sure that the work it publishes will
not simply disappear by giving control of copyright to its authors. This will allow
essays to be posted elsewhere by the scholars, allowing them to keep their articles
within the greater conversations evolving through the internet.
The journals and publishers that don't follow suit will soon find authors reluctant to contribute. I would love to have any number of book chapters of mine available on the web, but am reluctant, for I don't control the copyright. From now on, I
will inquire, as I agree to submit, and may reconsider if I do not retain that control.
After all, I am interested in readers and impact, not in the tiny bit of money an essay
of mine might earn for anyone.
Things are changing. Not in any cataclysmic way, but changing nonetheless.
We'll see if companies and copyright follow.
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Anti-Intellectualism: A Continuing American Legacy
02/06/15
One of the most influential books on my own developing vision of academia
and American life is Richard Hofstadter's Anti-Intellectualism in American Life.
Though I have serious reservations about parts of it, I return to the book again and
again. Not surprisingly, I thought of it once more, today, when I read Patricia Williams' article in The Guardian, "Anti-Intellectualism Is Taking Over the US"
(05/18/12) It's almost three years old, but worth reading if you (like me) have not
previously seen it. Williams writes:
There are a number of factors at play in the current rash
of controversies. One is a rather stunning sense of privilege,
the confident sense of superiority that allows someone to pass
sweeping judgment on a body of work without having done
any study at all. After the Chronicle of Higher Education published an item highlighting the dissertations of five young PhD
candidates in African-American studies at Northwestern University, Chronicle blogger Naomi Schaefer Riley wrote that
the mere titles of the dissertations were sufficient cause to
eliminate all black studies classes. Riley hadn't read the dissertations; they're not even published yet. When questioned
about this, she argued that as "a journalist… it is not my job
to read entire dissertations before I write a 500-word piece
about them," adding: "there are not enough hours in the day
or money in the world to get me to read a dissertation on historical black midwifery." Riley tried to justify her view with a
cliched, culture-wars-style plaint about the humanities and
higher education: "Such is the state of academic research
these days…. The publication topics become more and more
irrelevant and partisan. No one reads them." This is not mere
arrogance; it is the same cocooned "white ghetto" narrowmindedness that allows someone like Michael Hicks to be in
charge of a major American school system yet not know "Rosa
Clark's" correct name.
He meant, of course, "Rosa Parks." That anyone in the United States, to say
nothing of someone with responsibilities for education, would make a mistake on
that name is beyond belief.
Belief trumps inquiry for many Americans. It always has. Many of the opponents of American institutions of education are people believe they are secure in
their knowledge—but who have never tried to put it to the test. When challenged,
they lash out against the structures facilitating the challenge: schools and colleges.
The difference, today, is that they are increasingly in charge of those schools and
colleges rather than simply railing against them from the outside.
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Is Anybody Home?
10/5/15
Something has happened to the way I read scholarly articles. Unless I can sense
a person behind the words, I drift off. No more “objectivity” for me, thank you. Give
me the same information, but let me know who is providing it, and why I should
trust them.
This is beginning to prove to be a difficulty when I review papers by friends
in Mathematics or other STEM fields. Not native speakers of English, they want me
to straighten their prose. I do so, but I begin to get bored as soon as I enter the thicket
of another “review of the literature” that tells me nothing about who is doing the
reviewing or why I should trust them. Who is making the decisions about what path
this study is going down? Whose prior experience sparked it, and why? I don’t only
want to see a problem posed and a solution offered, but want to read about why this
problem and why now? I want the human context.
Yes, I’m a namby-pamby humanist, one of those “losers” who can’t see that
all that matters are results. Yet I know that those results were arrived at by specific
personalities based on particular judgments, decisions that can’t be reduced to the
mechanical–which is why I don’t want to read papers than show only mechanisms.
We worry–or some of us do (I don’t)–that we have soon have our thinking
done for us by our machines. That can’t happen, not until we find a way to teach our
machines how to judge. That’s a humanist skill developed through a great deal more
than processes and their products. It’s non-quantifiable, for it relies on evaluation of
much more than simple movement. It’s the root of everything: even a grading rubric
or a multiple-choice test is based in judgment. Why this category and not that? At
some level, it’s a judgment call. Why this question and not the other? Again, a judgment call–if you trace it back far enough. Our machines, like our assessment, operate
post-judgment, assumptions already made.
But what if those assumptions are wrong? What if the people who made them
hadn’t really the training in judgment to make the calls asked of them? The English
Language Arts component of the Common Core State Standards, for example, is
based on such reductive assumptions that the Gettysburg Address can be successfully addressed within it without any reference to the Civil War. Martin Luther
King’s “Letter from Birmingham Jail” can be explicated, according to Common
Core, without reference to the Civil Rights movement.
The judgments that led to this situation are based on a misunderstanding of the
value of ‘close reading,’ one of the mainstays of the New Critics of several generations ago. If you concentrate only on ‘close reading,’ the text becomes the thing,
context reduced to next to nothing. That, though, begs the question: Why these texts
and not others? Someone decided upon them, making judgments. We don’t learn
the full importance of any text without exploring its context, and that, in a case like
this, requires also looking into the judgment calls that led to its inclusion in the
particular curriculum.
The personality of David Coleman, the man behind the curtain that is the Common Core, heavily influenced what the Common Core is. Yet he disappears in its
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manifestations. It’s like taking Plato out of his Academy, or Aristotle out of the
Lyceum–only, I think, Coleman keeps out of it because he is not, himself, a person
whose judgments we have come to trust. He is not, in that sense, either a teacher, a
scholar, or a leader. He is certainly no Plato or Aristotle. Like so many others, these
days, he pretends only to be the objective automaton behind the automatons of our
lives. Yet we need to know his biases, his viewpoints, his strengths and his weaknesses if we are going to trust in his judgment at all–for it is judgment he has exercised in development of the Common Core. There is nothing mechanical about the
decision processes that led up to it. Yet Coleman is asking us to trust in the machinery he has created and to ignore him, David Coleman, almost completely.
That would be bad judgment on our part.

Responding to Right-Wing Hate—But Not in Kind
05/09/18
In “From Austerity to Attacks on Scholars,” an article from 05/03/18 for Inside
Higher Ed, Syracuse University professor Dana Cloud writes, “I discovered how
the people attacking me were organized and trained through right-wing radio programs and websites in the language to use against intellectuals; they were set off
like arrows from a bow” (italics mine). Yes: language has been deliberately manipulated to turn quite a few Americans, particularly those already on the right, against
American universities—look no further than the work of David Horowitz for proof.
But it is just as true that language is being used to manipulate all of our views of
American universities—as I argue in an article for the current issue of Planning for
Higher Education, “Fighting Fire with Fire: Reinvigorating the Language of American Universities.”
File under “Sad but True”: American academics have been losing this twopronged battle over words for decades. We need to turn it around.
The legendary science-fiction writer Samuel K. Delany published a novel in
1966 in which he used the Sapir–Whorf hypothesis, the idea that language structures
affect the worldviews of their users. Babel-17 won a Nebula award and was nominated for a Hugo. The idea Delany used was anything but new; he did manage to
make it stick in baby-boomer minds, however—no mean feat (we were never the
most focused generation).
One of Delany’s characters, called “the Butcher,” explains, late in the book:
“But they had just come up with their own secret weapon: Babel-17. They gave me
a thorough case of amnesia, left me with no communication facilities save Babel17.” Another character expands on this:
“Babel-17 as a language contains a preset program for
the Butcher to become a criminal and saboteur. If you turn
somebody with no memory loose in a foreign country with only
the words for tools and machine parts, don’t be surprised if
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he ends up a mechanic. By manipulating his vocabulary
properly you can just as easily make him a sailor, or an artist.
Also, Babel-17 is such an exact analytical language, it almost
assures you technical mastery of any situation you look at.
And the lack of an ‘I’ blinds you to the fact that though it’s a
highly useful way to look at things, it isn’t the only way.”
Manipulating vocabulary: that’s what the right has been up to for some time.
The Treaty of Tripoli of 1797 says, “the Government of the United States of America is not, in any sense, founded on the Christian religion.” This treaty, signed by
President John Adams and supported by ex-President George Washington as well
as quite a few of our other ‘founding fathers,’ is quite clear. You have to distort the
language to imagine it means something else. But people do, especially those wedded to the idea of the United States as a Christian nation.
Instead of accepting meaning, these contemporary right-wing followers of
1984 try to change meaning to muddy debate. We academics know that words are
as powerful as sticks and stones, yet we are strangely unable to strip away this manipulation of meaning and distortion of vocabulary.
Reading Dr. Cloud’s piece on the heels of the final proofs of my own article, I
immediately thought of Delany—and decided that I should have been even more
forceful in what I wrote about responding to the corporatization of the university
that is happening, in large part, through language. As I said above, we in academia
are under a two-pronged, language-based attack, one from outsiders who are wresting our own vocabulary from us and another from administrative insiders who are
imposing the vocabulary of commerce upon us. If we don’t start striking back intelligently (most of our responses so far have been befuddled), we are going to lose
this “war” and our independent faculties will disappear, leaving our universities,
those that continue to exist, as training mills.
One need look no further for proof of the ubiquitous nature of one prong of
this attack than the comments following Cloud’s essay. One person, “failureofreality,” writes, “The academy is socialist. Socialist institutions require exploitation. In
the case of colleges and universities, the exploited are teachers and students… The
complete failure of academics to acknowledge their dependence on productive people is astonishing.” Another, “AssociateProfessor,” writes, “If the humanities are so
degraded that open racism against certain unpopular skin-color groups is de rigeur,
and the tentacles of ‘social justice’ are infesting spaces where objectivity is paramount, then yes—perhaps there is a reason why certain professors are being blackballed.” This poster goes on to claim, “The only relationship that ‘social justice’ has
with Justice is usage of the same word.” Both commenters might better have chosen
the pseudonym HumptyDumpty: “’When I use a word,’ Humpty Dumpty said, in
rather a scornful tone, ‘it means just what I choose it to mean—neither more nor
less.’” “Socialist,” “racism,” “social justice” and even “blackballed” are used in
ways uncommon to their normal senses… and for manipulative purposes, not for
discussion. This drives real academics to distraction, for their entire careers are
based on pinning down meaning, not manipulating it for deception, making it difficult for them to do anything but sputter.
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Manipulation of meaning extends to current events. When Republicans call
theirs “the party of Lincoln,” they imply that it should be the party of African-Americans, ignoring the shift in party alignments that occurred during the 1960s and
1970s. An example concerning academia, one used directly against the American
faculty’s own vision of itself, is David Horowitz’s redefining of “academic freedom.” He caused academics to have conniption fits by changing the definition to,
essentially, one of free speech—but without informing the scholars he argues
against (Dr. Cloud, by the way, was one of those directly attacked by Horowitz in
his broad campaign against the faculty—a real honor).
A third example, one used in the other prong to restructure academia, is the
reimagining of “student” as “consumer.” “Consumer” itself is a word that has come
to serve a purpose often quite different from the one generally imagined. That is,
“consumer” as “user” or “eater” is long gone, replaced by “rational consumer” as in
the sense of smart shopper. Students, however, who most certainly are users of education and, in that sense, are consumers of education, are, by definition, not smart
shoppers. In fact, one of the purposes of education is to make them into smart shoppers. When students become consumers (in this new sense), the way institutions
consider them changes—which is exactly what the corporate, or neoliberal, overlords of our universities want.
Not surprisingly, Horowitz, one of the creators of these methods of attacking
academia, once combined “students” and “academic freedom” into his campaign to
weaken the power of the faculty. When looked at through traditional definitions, his
conception of “student academic freedom” makes no sense at all. But that fact did
not deter him.
In all three of these examples, to more or less success, political saboteurs have
tried to manipulate reality through vocabulary.
Most faculty members who have tried to counter either prong of this attack
have found themselves stymied by refusal of their opponents to accept definitions
that have been commonplace for generations. They have been reduced to arguing
the genesis of meaning instead of approaching areas of real concern. This has proven
frustrating and fruitless—exactly what the enemies want.
It is impossible to refocus the debate when faced with an opponent using this
two-pronged tactic. Academics find themselves running hither and yon trying to
herd discussion back into its proper place to the point where, exhausted, they just
give up and let the sheep wander where they will—including into their own living
rooms where the ovine chew indiscriminately on furniture, wallpaper, books… with
no mind to what they are destroying. They don’t care, and it feels good.
There needs to be a different approach.
Delany’s Babel-17 language, through the logic of its grammar and vocabulary,
leads thought in certain directions. Maybe what we need is to take a lesson from that
but, instead of attempting to lead thought or even convince, we should deliberately
and carefully use our language to provide real freedom of thought. When someone
uses a phrase like “social justice” or “politically correct” or words like “freedom,”
“individuality,” or “democracy,” or “outcome” or “assessment,” we should hear the
words as so much noise and react as such, forcing their users to backtrack to basic
concepts instead of simply manipulating definitions. When the commenter on
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Cloud’s article uses “socialism,” for example, the word (and his or her definitions)
should signify nothing. Her, or his, entire comment should be reduced to its core, “I
don’t like it when people form groups for their mutual benefit.” He or she also used
the word “productive,” another that begs a number of questions and that can be reduced to “controlling wealth” (college professors, according to the post, are not
“productive,” so “creating wealth” cannot be part of the definition). The word, then,
signifies nothing more than self-flattery.
Where this gets touchy is when threats are involved—and this is where Cloud’s
own suggestions become important. The recent spate of hate thrown against academics who have ventured into the public sphere is quite disturbing but, unfortunately, it is augmented by the heightened responses it engenders. One must call the
police when one’s person, home or family is threatened. But we also know these
threats are, for the post part, spurious and that their numbers grow when we do anything but ignore them.
What to do? First, look at Cloud’s advice and follow it. But consider carefully
your approach. And be sure, as Cloud says, to enlist unions and professional organizations in your defense—immediately. Are you an AAUP member? Alert your
chapter or even the national office.
In the context of hate mail, “I will kill you” means, most often, “I want to make
you uncomfortable.” The fact of calling the cops shows that the words have succeeded. But I cannot suggest ignoring such threats. Still, we can makes sure that our
personal responses are muted (that is, are not responses in kind) without sacrificing
safety or conceding ground.
We cannot control the conversation, or even participate in it, when we read
hate mail simply as threats. As Cloud writes:
it is imperative to try to break out of the “civility” and
“free speech” frames that portray the right’s threats and our
scholarly critiques and activism as equally violent and uncivil.
One thing the right-wingers are doing is taking comments, posts and tweets
out of context and circulating them through opinion leaders like Ann Coulter and
the website Campus Reform to portray us as the violent ones. They are interested in
defining all critique and protest as violent and outside the pale.
Rather than squabbling over the results of this tactic, we can take it back a step
or two. When they try to define our speech, instead of arguing over definition, go
behind the words, writing as though they didn’t exist. We can do this, for we understand the concepts, not simply the words and definitions, in ways that most of those
who are attacking us do not. Don’t get caught up in a back-and-forth or in an attempt
to counter false equivalency. If someone accuses you of being out to destroy, respond about building.
The right has had years to perfect its strategy. For the most part, our responses
have been off the cuff.
As Dr. Cloud advises, we need to change that.
Next, we can address that other prong, the language of administrators attempting to bring us into the corporate fold.
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Can We Reverse the Trend?
10/03/19
In response to a post of mine, a professor wrote, “We are in a highly competitive and insecure field. How the heck do we rise together?” The competitive nature
and insecurity of academia certainly have been exacerbated of the past decades (they
were always with us); the only way that is going to change is by faculty taking the
lead.
But how?
First (and this has been said ad nauseam—to no effect), we have to step out
from behind the protections of our own assumptions about governance. Is, for example, our current system of hiring/reappointment/promotion/tenure (RPT) universally viable in higher education? Michael Bérubé and Jennifer Ruth tried to start s
conversation on this question in The Humanities, Higher Education, and Academic
Freedom: Three Necessary Arguments but were largely ignored—in part because
faculty don’t want to directly address the appalling situation of the precariat, the
adjuncts and other contingent hires who now do the bulk of lower-level teaching in
American universities. In part, though, because faculty are leery of difference, of
varying paths to permanent appointment becoming hierarchical—an irony, given
the set-in-stone hierarchies already surrounding the profession.
Second, we have to step away from quantification, be it in publication numbers, committee service or evaluation of teaching. It has long been said of IQ tests
that the one thing they measure accurately is how well the taker did on that particular
test on that particular day. Our reliance on numbers of publications in evaluation for
hiring, reappointment, promotion and tenure also does nothing more than tell us that
Professor X published Y books and Z articles. Not even numbers of citations have
much real meaning—not only do they mean different things in different fields, but
they punish those whose work lies outside of the mainstream of any field. Beyond
that, Student Evaluation of Teaching scores are easily manipulated and give little
indication of anything outside of teacher popularity. Somehow, in both evaluation
of scholarship and of teaching, we need to pull back from numbers and return to
engagement—with having actually seen the candidate in action and having actively
followed the scholarship. This takes time, though, and we have eroded that time.
Service and class size take serious bites out of the time faculty need if they are
going to work collaboratively. Service, which once meant real collaboration within
a shared-governance context, now means serving in administration-mandated capacities, completing tasks whose need arose not through faculty participation in setting goals and decision-making but through the demands from distant overseers,
sometimes political and sometimes even within accreditation entities.
Because the number of faculty involved in service tasks had dwindled, in relation to enrollment, the burden on tenure-track and tenured faculty has increased
substantially. This, of course, is another consequence of the reliance on adjuncts,
who are paid by the course and who are not expected to complete service tasks. And
(it hardly needs saying) of rising class size. Add to this not only the new external
mandates but the pressures brought on by the also dwindling number of tenure-track
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positions and faculty begin to feel squeezed in all areas. So, third, we have to resist
increasing demands on us for completion of newly mandated bureaucratic tasks.
Squeezed by expanding requirements for scholarship. Squeezed by evaluation
of teaching that has little to do, really, with student progress. And squeezed by service requirements often of a bureaucratic nature, tasks that were little expected as
people prepared for the profession. Not to mention emotionally squeezed by an
American culture that appreciates professors less and less each year. Is it any wonder
so many faculty members are so unhappy?
Just yesterday, I learned of the self-inflicted death of a promising young academic, Katie McWain, newly on the tenure track at Texas Women’s University.
Almost six years ago, Charles Hirsch, a close friend and colleague of mine at New
York City College of Technology, also took his own life. There have been plenty
more in between. In all instances, I am sure, factors far beyond work contributed to
their decisions. But we have allowed campus environments to become increasingly
toxic without examining our personal as well as faculty responsibility for what is
happening to too many of our colleagues.
So, fourth, each of us on each of our campuses can start the process of change
in small ways, first by examining how we interact with each other. I need to do this
as much as any other and know it is going to be hard, in some cases, to even be civil
to certain colleagues. But I am going to try.
Taken together, all of these can lead to making our professional environments
ones of support.
We can do this, as I have said, by scaling back demands on each other but also
by learning more about our lives beyond campus. We can help each other by collaborating more on teaching and scholarship and by refusing to let service drive our
professional lives. We can all be effective agents of change—even if it is only on
campus.
But only if we try.
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Students
“Start where the student is.” I am not doing that in this collection, but my
mantra remains the heart of everything I do. Even when I am writing about education, the students themselves are in the back of my mind.
As is concern with the purpose of education, part of which is to help students
become good citizens.
Neither right nor left seems to understand what it could mean to really teach
citizenship in America. The right finds the very idea of teaching it an imposition, an
attempt to impose an ideology on the individual who should be a free actor. The left
also sees it as oppression—unless couched as opposition to established power and
mind-sets. As a result, though we do have certain agreed-upon values for actions in
the public sphere and for the commonweal, we act as though frightened even to
admit to them.
Still, citizenship is a major part of education even when not a specific topic,
and the basic tenets are the same, no matter the political leanings of particular professors. The charges of indoctrination, etc. thrown are more for political show than
for altering the reality of what goes on in school.
By virtue of their structure, and rightly or wrongly, American schools teach
about civility, cooperation, respect, order, hierarchy, success, failure and much
more—no matter the political leanings of the teachers. American schools are reflections of American society and bring students in line with it. They do not undermine
it.
Students, though, learn as much from the behavior of teachers as they do from
their lessons. If their teachers do not act with civility, do not stress cooperation in
their plans, do not show respect for even the most difficult student, do not gently
promote order in their classrooms, do not exhibit the necessity of hierarchy while
also recognizing its weaknesses, do not fairly evaluate success, do not show that
failure is not simply a negative judgment but encouragement to try again and do
more, and much more, then the teachers are not doing their job and the students
cannot do theirs.

Are Databases Killing Student Research?
04/08/06
Outside of the sciences, the answer may well be “Yes.” But it doesn’t have to
be.
The shift away from library research, from actual examination of books and
journals—or of microfilm that shows the whole of a particular periodical—has
caught my profession (“teacher, higher education”) unaware, at least in regard to the
ways we expect our students to perform on research projects. Without thinking
much about it, we have accepted database searches as replacements for the activities
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we earlier expected as part of student research. Many of us, not conversant in the
latest database tools, even relegate instruction in these new research methods to others, to librarians or technical experts with a grasp of how to use them but without,
too often, an understanding of the needs of the particular course—of what the professors are trying to do through them.
Because our students are able to produce results that look like the results of the
past, but without acquiring the knowledge once gained through a hands-on research
process, these students, more than ever before, are graduating without the ability to
do even the most basic research—beyond, that is, a keyword search through a database. In fact, few of them, today, seem able to recognize research at all. They mistake simple “data mining” for research and have developed almost no ability at all
to judge the value of what they find. They rarely can, among other things, rate the
relative importance of publications or recognize that one should judge the whole of
a work instead of simply relying on a part.
This is showing up today in an inability on the part of readers to evaluate data
presented—as well as in a great deal of scandalously poor research presented as
“scholarly” by more than a few American publishers. Sometimes it even seems that
the simple use of footnotes—required for most undergraduate research papers but
meaningless in itself—has come to signify “research” to most people, allowing readers to abandon their own duties to verify for themselves. The footnotes wouldn’t be
there, many assume, unless the data had been carefully vetted.
Some of the most egregious misuses of research today may appear outside of
academia, from the likes of Regnery Publishing, presenter of works by the likes of
Ann Coulter and David Horowitz, the latter being perhaps the most famous user of
faulty “research” in the country right now. Horowitz will take a snippet from something someone else has written and build what looks like a careful “research” apparatus around it, completely twisting what that person was trying to do in the first
place so that it fits the point Horowitz is trying to make. For example, in his book
The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America, Horowitz identifies Priya Parmar of Brooklyn College as teaching that “proper English is the language of white ‘oppressors’" (296). The truth of the matter, according to Free Exchange on Campus, is that the comment in Parmar’s class was in regard to something someone else (bell hooks) had written concerning a poem by a third person
(Adrienne Rich). Technically, Horowitz may be right that Parmar has taught that
some people may see “proper” English as the language of oppressors, but that gives
no accurate indication of just what Parmar was trying to teach.
Not only is this sort of misleading “research” increasingly common, but the
populace is less and less able to spot it, for the training in research that should be
leading them to the necessary knowledge just isn’t there when student research,
done in exactly the same way with exactly the same myopic concentration on detail
at the expense of the larger picture, is as poorly executed as it is today.
Bad research isn’t new, of course. One of the weaknesses of too many college
research projects was always an over-reliance on libraries, on secondary data. When
students take five classes over a fifteen-week semester (many of them working, to
boot), they haven’t the time to do a lot of “original” research. The interview, as a
part of undergraduate research, had all but disappeared even forty years ago (if it
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ever had been stressed, which I doubt). Few students have ever been taught to construct their own surveys, conduct them, and evaluate the results. Even more infrequently have students been asked to collect documents and artifacts that might not
show up in a library or database—letters, photographs, check stubs (whatever might
be pertinent). The library was always a poor substitute (though it certainly did and
does have its own value as repository of secondary, and even primary, information—but it should not be seen as the sole repository of information any more
than should the internet), but students were able to learn something of the “philosophy” of research through use of its possibilities.
One of the most important points to be learned from real research is that one
will always find things one does not expect, things one may not even have known
existed, by following the trails that research opens up. There’s no point in the researcher knowing beforehand what he or she wants to find—for the research will
change that through the very process. The same is not true for data mining—at least,
not nearly so often (though the experienced researcher, one who already understands
the meaning of the term, can use data mining in this way). There, the initial assumption, all too often, changes quickly into a conclusion, and the search becomes simply
one for bits of information that seem (at least) to support that conclusion. When this
happens, the process of learning and discovery disappears.
What can be done?
First of all, teachers might consider abandoning the traditional research paper
completely. After all, judgment of it is based on results, not on process—and it is
the process of research that needs to be emphasized. In place of it, a series of assignments, each centering on development of a specific research skill, could be put in
place. One might be an annotated bibliography. Through this, the students may learn
to consider the whole of an article or book they are “mining” rather than just picking
out quotes. Another might be an interview. Through this, students might learn to test
the statements that people make by having to look into the assertions of the interviewee (a necessary part of the assignment) and verifying them. A third could be
development of a small survey, along with after-the-fact analysis of both design and
results. A fourth might require examination of certain historical documents or items
alone, followed by a look at later commentary once the initial examination had been
written up and preliminary conclusions drawn. These, together (or others like them),
would certainly provide students a better understanding of just what research is—
and of how to do it—than the traditional research paper does in the age of Internet
databases.

On Conservative Student Writers
12/30/06
In an article for Campus Magaine Online published on 12/18/06 and entitled
"Liberal Faculty: A Debate," two Vanderbilt University students, Douglas Kurdziel
and Luke Bidikov, offer slightly divergent views on liberal/conservative “balance”
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within university faculties. As these are student voices and opinions, I am going to
treat them with all the respect I provide my own students. After all, as a good “liberal,” I try to encourage my students to learn to think and explore for themselves—
just as I would like these two to learn to do. That doesn't mean, though, that I will
go easy on them.
Both students admit, at least tacitly, that liberal professors do not indoctrinate—at least, not successfully. And they are right to this extent: we don’t even try.
We don’t want to convert our students to our own viewpoints but to provide the
tools they need for examining and defending (or even changing) their own. These
two are certainly on the road to mastery of the tools of thought but, as a look at their
essays shows, they are not quite there yet.
Recognition of the general faculty desire to instruct, not convert is crucial to
any understanding of American colleges and universities, but it is one that neither
writer really considers in the arguments presented. At the heart of the mindset behind real adherence to the principles of a “liberal” education is the idea that students
are to be provided with the tools for learning, for learning really comes through the
students’ own efforts and not through wholesale acceptance of the views of others.
Teach, don't convince: this could be our faculty credo. Our success in adhering to
this is supported by the fact that faculties are not bothered by the idea (asserted by
these two writers) that our students graduate with a more conservative mindset than
when they entered. But both young writers base their arguments on the assumption
that all professors, both conservative and liberal, are trying to convince, not teach.
Many conservatives seem to assume, as these two do and as David Horowitz
does, that college professors see their job as indoctrination and not education. So,
they argue for that “balance” between liberals and conservatives on the faculty, believing that the contradictory attempts at indoctrination will even each other out.
Thing is, political viewpoints really have little to do with what goes on in the classroom. By insisting on “balance,” these people are arguing to change that, to make
politics a prime classroom focus—something we liberals don’t want. Even a class
on something as politically charged as gay issues is not an attempt at bringing politics into the classroom but to open students’ eyes, to get them to see the world more
fully and clearly than they have before. The students needn't exit the class as adherents to some gay "agenda," simply as citizens with a greater understanding of the
forces behind that "agenda."
There’s much self-congratulation in the two pieces, a feeling that the writers,
as conservatives, are able to get more out of the college experience today than are
liberal students. I’m glad they both feel that their experiences at Vanderbilt are
worthwhile, but I wish they would open their eyes a little bit more (that’s my teacher
personality coming through) and see that there is much more going on.
*****
In what follows, I’ll point out a few problems with the essays, but simply as
aids for improvement.
In one of the most famous play reviews of the twentieth century, Dorothy Parker wrote of Katherine Hepburn’s performance in The Lake as running “the gamut
of emotions from A to B.” Kurdziel seems to be a bit of a Hepburn in his view of
American history:
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College campuses have been the birthplace for progressive moments throughout American history, ranging from the
Vietnam War protests of the 1960s to the living wage debates
of today.
Before the 1960s (a period covering the bulk of American history) few campuses (with the notable exception of the City College of New York) were the birthplaces of progressive movements of any sort. One should be careful of phrases like
“throughout American history.” They signal to the reader than a gross generalization
is coming. Here, the problem is worse, for Kurdziel then makes it look like he thinks
American history starts in the 1960s, something he surely does not believe.
He goes on:
While students may encounter these ideas, their core beliefs, instilled in them by their upbringing, will allow them to
stand firm. Even so, conservatives should not stop their efforts
to get more conservative professors in academia and to establish a larger conservative presence on campuses.
This is a foundationalist argument, where belief trumps evidence. That beliefs
were “instilled” makes them more worthy? Is “standing firm” in the face of overwhelming evidence to the contrary something to be lauded?
Perhaps certain “core beliefs” do have validity, but they should not be protected without examination. If bringing more conservative professors to campus
makes it easier for conservative students to avoid examining their beliefs, then doing
so is wrong. A better argument would be that conservative professors can better
challenge the beliefs of liberal students—but we liberal professors do that already
(witness that number of liberals we "turn into" conservatives).
Almost always, if I sense a gathering consensus within a class I am teaching,
I will defend the opposing view, challenging my students to defend their belief, no
matter what it is. This is a core liberal methodology; it is close to the heart of what
makes the liberal arts “liberal.” Willingness to do this is much more important in
university teaching than is the particular professor’s political leaning.
A little later, Kurdziel writes:
As professors preach to their students, they will bicker
about minutiae, rather than clarifying and strengthening their
arguments.
But that’s just what we don’t do. Sure, not all professors do their jobs or do
them well, but few of us are ever willing to preach. We are teachers, not preachers,
and we do understand the difference.
Soon, there follows an interesting comment, one that may be at the heart of the
recent right-wing attacks on academia, but one that reflects little of the reality of
American culture:
If liberal professors have a monopoly on academic discourse, then mainstream culture follow suit.
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If this were the case, then American culture would have moved far to the left
over the last thirty years. Clearly, it hasn’t. As both Kurdziel and Bidikov admit, not
even college students “follow suit.” How can Kurdziel argue that any academic “discourse” will cause “mainstream culture” to follow it? All evidence is to the contrary.
Kurdziel finally claims that:
The most important argument for attracting more conservative professors to universities focuses not on the ramifications of allowing liberal academics to dominate the discussion, but instead on what will happen if conservative students
have no one to guide them.
But this simply shows his lack of understanding of the role of college professors. We aren’t there as guides but as teachers. We don’t want to tell our students
what to believe, but how to learn about the world. If we guide at all, it’s to an understanding of methodology and an ability to negotiate the complexities of thought
and the world. This is the difference between a college of liberal arts and one devoted to religious training. There, the intent clearly is to guide. There, panic would
reign if it were discovered that graduating students were less religious (for example)
than incoming.
There is plenty of “guidance” for both liberals and conservatives in our culture.
Our colleges don’t need to get into that business.
Which brings us to Luke Bidikov’s essay. He writes:
Liberal students[…] do not have to hear opposing views;
they can turn off Fox News if they want to. Conservative students, however, cannot stop listening to their professors. Liberal students, unlike conservatives, can completely immerse
themselves in a bubble, devoid of conservative influences.
Given the conservative dominance of our national debate for a generation now,
this is an impossible argument to sustain. Even on the most isolated college campus,
students are bombarded by conservative ideology. Also, though most conservative
students are quite willing to listen, learn, and debate, there is a surprising number
who refuse to listen at all, encasing themselves in a bubble of iron belief, one much
stronger than anything a real liberal will willingly construct. There’s another danger
in this kind of statement: Bidikov is writing as though he really understands the
experience of liberal students. Not being one, he cannot really tell what their experience might be.
Bidikov’s essay contains other assertions that cannot be supported. He says
that:
colleges convince slightly more Democrats to become Republicans than the other way around.
While it may be true that there is a motion from Democrat to Republican during college years, it does not follow that colleges “convince” students one way or
another. More likely, the students become more influenced by the wider media
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culture with its strong conservative taint. Bidikov even shows that he knows this,
arguing that, in the face of liberal ideas:
right-minded students [are able] to carefully shape and mold
their arguments (drawing on the wide range of conservative
media available to them) until they become more convincing,
more rational, and more truthful. Constantly asserting one’s
opinion against adversity improves one’s clarity of thought
and promotes ease of argumentation.
He follows that with a statement that contradicts what he and Kurdziel have
already stated, that college students graduate more conservative than they entered:
After years of agreeing with their peers and professors,
liberal students leave college with a mindset that is far to the
left of the average American. Conservatives, on the other
hand, leave college with a full range of well-defined, persuasive ideas.
Actually, college students graduate with political attitudes remarkably similar
to that of the general American population. And conservative students, if these two
are representative examples, certainly don’t show “a full range of well-defined, persuasive ideas” that is any greater than that shown by liberal students.
Some students do leave college with a good grounding in logic, an understanding of the scientific method, and familiarity with the avenues for research in a number of fields—as well as a knowledge of history and culture. These, however, cannot
be characterized as predominately liberal or predominately conservative. Ideology,
in fact, has nothing to do with a student's success or failure in education.
When Kurdziel and Bidikov learn that, they will have taken another important
step in their own educations.
Good luck to them!

Start Where the Student Is
05/29/11
Sometimes conversations on education seem out of Groundhog Day—but
without the possibilities for improvement. It's just the same old merry-go-round.
"Professor X" (an adjunct unwilling to put himself on the line with his real name),
who wrote an article in The Atlantic a few years ago about higher education, has
now turned that into a book: In the Basement of the Ivory Tower: Confessions of an
Accidental Academic. He also answered a few questions for Inside Higher Education (“Professor X Is Back,” 03/29/11), which is where I get the information I use
here about the book and his views.
He is quoted in IHE:
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"The students... leave me with two choices: teach at a
true college level and fail everybody, or dumb things down
enough so that more students can pass."
This is a false dichotomy, and is the reason I've no interest in reading his book:
No one who sees things so simplistically and in black-or-white will be able to help
me become a better teacher or be able to help improve education as a whole. With
his false choice, Professor X wipes away any chance for progress... so why should
I bother reading him? What can he do for me?
Yet he still needs response.
The only solution he offers is to revert to trade schools, completely erasing
John Dewey and the idea that education (even higher education) has an essential
role in a democracy extending far beyond job preparation, completely erasing the
idea that ours is a society without firm boundaries of class. I reject his solution for
a number of reasons but, today, find it more troubling than otherwise I might. We
are in the process of establishing a bifurcated society with a distant elite at the top
and what is quickly becoming a defeated mass below. His solution will only grease
the skids as we slide towards a two-tier state. He is providing justification for an
elite that doesn't want to care about the fate of the rest in the first place.
College students, even in open admissions situations, know a great deal—just
not necessarily what their instructors expect them to know. Teaching "at a true college level" contains assumptions about what students already know and about what
students can already do. That they haven't these skills makes them vulnerable to
claims that they aren't "ready" for college (shades of colonies not being "ready" for
self-government). That they haven't these skills makes it possible for Professor X to
justify failing them—and then putting the blame on them and not on himself.
A teacher who puts in the effort to learn something about the students generally
finds that there are levels of knowledge within the students sufficient as starting
places for reaching course goals—though by routes different, possibly, than those
taken before. Discovering this takes willingness to be flexible, to experiment, and
(yes) even to fail. But it makes success possible... something Professor X, in his
dichotomy, rejects.
Professor X's alternative, to "dumb things down," is equally unacceptable and
equally unnecessary. It's also something of a self-fulfilling prophecy: if you have to
dumb things down, you assume the students are dumb and start treating them as
dumb—and then they will act dumb. Starting where the students are isn't necessarily
starting with the dumb, and it doesn't carry the assumption that it is the students who
are dumb. Put the knowledge and skills within a context familiar to the students, and
they will grasp them quickly, proving that they are able—something the instructor
has to understand and believe, if the class is going to be a success at all.
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“Objectivity” As a Barrier to Education: Teaching
Intellectual Responsibility and the Role of the Citizen
12/13/11
Often, when people wonder if American higher education might follow the
fate of journalism, falling victim to inability to adapt to the new technological milieu, they are thinking in terms of money and its impact. The financial structures of
protected and centralized institutions can collapse when product becomes cheaply
and widely available, both for creation and consumption, even to individuals with
few skill-based assets. But the parallels extend further, into a preceding erosion of
the quality of the “products” each “industry” produces. It was this erosion that set
the stage for what was to follow for journalism, and that is setting it now for education, and it stems in part from fears, in both fields, that public opinion can adversely
affect the income, the status, and the prerogatives that had become so cherished by
those in power.
Certainly, by the middle of the first decade of the twenty-first century, what
were once vigorous newspapers and colleges had become timid. Financial success
of unexpected and unequalled degree led first journalism and then higher education
into protectionist stances where the primary desire of the institutions came to be
maintenance of income and status, not improvement of the product—a problem, of
course, that many other industries have faced. As happens so often to stagnant enterprises, the products of journalism and education became, or will become, vulnerable to competition from unexpected sources. But there is a difference between these
institutions and industry in general. At least one basic and critical function of each
of these particular institutions sets them apart from just about any other American
institution or industry, and that is their function in preparing people for their role as
citizens in the American democracy. This, not just ability to turn a profit through
new, possibly risky endeavour, has been atrophying.
One sure sign of timidity, providing a false sense of “objectivity” through a
reliance on “balance” instead of on evidence and on confidence in one’s own ability
to stake out and defend a position, can be seen today in both journalism and education. This sign, often also manifest as an unwillingness to step outside of “traditional” methodologies (hiding behind them, more accurately), became more and
more evident over the decades before the collapse of journalism in the early years
of the twenty-first century, with education soon (and currently) following its example. It was, and is, best exemplified by the withdrawal of willingness to take a public
stand on any issue, except in defined corners of either operation, and claiming a
dispassionate “objectivity” as the goal. The real reason for this, though, is that the
stakes have become so large, the rewards so great, that these institutions, and the
individuals in privileged positions within them, have reached the point where they
are not willing to do anything that might jeopardize the funding stream. The unspoken goal of much of academic research is now primarily the continuation of funding,
not the solving of problems, scientific or otherwise. This attitude extends far beyond
the sciences: in all of education, as in journalism, the goal certainly is no longer the
creation of an educated citizenry, once a purported objective of both. Certainly, the
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overriding goal of retention of income streams precludes concentration on, or confidence in, anything outside of protection of fiscal position. Necessarily, it precludes
risk.
Ever since the money involved became enormous, journalism and academia
“players” have been reacting like winners at poker who have grown cautious after
amassing huge numbers of chips. While this may be judicious in a situation where
the sole goal is monetary gain, in realms dominated by creation of product, especially ones that have taken on civic roles and responsibilities, it leaves much to be
desired. When the top becomes risk averse, also, the attitude trickles down even to
those like me operating in support positions, who then find themselves taking little
risk on their own, worried about the possibility of offending superiors whose goal,
now, has little directly to do with the activities of us subordinates.
The timidity from the top reaches down into the methodologies of the news
story, for journalism, and the classroom, for higher education. Though manifest in
a variety of ways, it is easily seen in the tendency of retreat toward false balance, a
result of that unwillingness to risk taking a stand, particularly on controversial topics
but eventually, through imitative analogy, in almost everything printed or taught. In
journalism, this has led to the opening that bloggers took advantage of, once developing technologies had provided the tools. In higher education, it has not only
helped open the door for new “for profit” colleges willing to move into areas the
older institutions fear, but it has allowed those feeling shut out by extremely hierarchic and code-bound institutions to sense an area of weakness—and to attack.
All sorts of justifications are put forward for the attempts to present what is
claimed as “detachment” or “objectivity” or “balance” in both venues, from a sense
of fairness to an odd re-conception of intellectual honesty. In many cases, however,
it is mostly, as I have written elsewhere, “indicative of a complete lack of principle
and an abundance of opportunism” no matter how well dressed up it is. I was paraphrasing a statement in a Washington, D.C. newspaper, the U.S. Telegraph, on October 7, 1828 attacking a new Baltimore paper’s claim that it would endeavour towards neutrality of opinion. That older suspicion of “objectivity,” unfortunately,
was already dying, as the claims put forward by that new Baltimore paper hint. Journalist and commentator on his field Davis “Buzz” Merritt in Public journalism and
public life: why telling the news is not enough describes quite succinctly what has
happened over the years since and the attitudes that have developed as a result:
The dominance of scientific thought and methods sanctified the most distanced observer as being the most reliable.
Others attribute it to a crasser impulse: the need of publishers
in competitive situations to move away from highly politicized,
opinionated coverage so as to please a broader audience and
offend fewer advertisers…. Detachment, it is almost universally believed by journalists, is the fount of their credibility….
The newspaper is separated from other institutions by its duty
to report on them…. If we maintain the proper separations,
then surely our product is pure and will be perceived as such:
its objectivity is insured and we therefore will have credibility.
(24)
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Following journalism scholar Jay Rosen, Merritt refers to this as “separation
fever,” a false belief that it is possible for the reporter to remove herself or himself
so completely from the story being covered that real “objective” reporting results.
The pose of impartiality, however, reduces all positions to “opinions,” and this
creates problems not only in presentation in journalism but in effective classroom
learning and in public debate subsequent to reporting in the press and education in
the classroom, calcifying belief and making compromise (as we are seeing in contemporary American politics) almost impossible. This, of course, not only runs
counter to the purported goals of the institutions, but it actually subverts the very
sorts of discussions and compromises both journalism and education are supposed
to promote in a democracy. In an era of constant strife between foundationalists,
who believe in knowable “truth,” and pragmatists, for whom “truth” is little more
than “current understanding,” attempts to find “balance” inevitably tip the scale instead, making the relativists look lame and lightweight, lacking confidence in contrast to the solid certainties of the foundationalists. The differences, as Michael Bérubé writes in What's liberal about the liberal arts?: classroom politics and "bias"
in higher education (characterizing the faculty as, for the most part, “liberals”), are
stark:
In any standoff between secular liberals and religious
conservatives, then, each side will have a drastically different
conception not only of the issues at hand in the standoff but
also of the consequences of the dispute itself: the liberals believe that the religious conservatives will craft social policies
that will hurt gay men, atheists, and rape victims, whereas the
religious conservatives believe that a just and omnipotent deity will consign the liberals to unending torment in hell, where
they belong. Surely you don’t have to be a secular liberal to
see that, in this game, the deck is stacked. (289)
Certainly, such situations rarely lead to compromise or attempts to understand
the viewpoint of the other.
The believers in “balance” set themselves as a third camp, ignoring the irreconcilable differences between the other two. In fact, they pretty much disregard
them. They are, generally, those who see themselves as neither foundationalists nor
pragmatists but as “realists,” starting from the claim that, as Richard Rorty puts it in
Philosophy and social hope, “the only true source of evidence is the world as it is
in itself” (150) and from a belief in the possibility of understanding the world without the intercession of human bias and limitation—the underpinnings of any belief
in objectivity. When they think of them at all, they look down on the other two
groups, the former for seeing the world through belief, the latter for not believing in
the “real” world at all.
The arrogance and confidence of all of these attitudes, even the third, is distinct
from that of William James’s “most useful investigator” in “The Will to Believe”
who “is always he whose eager interest in one side of the question is balanced by an
equally keen nervousness lest he become deceived.” This does not necessarily translate into a lack of confidence or into an inability to go onto the public stage and
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perform, as it were. Nor does such an attitude hide belief behind a veneer of objectivity, nor worry about whether or not its base is foundational. Instead, this one is a
constant questioner, listener, and evaluator, someone ever attempting to undercut
her or his own assumptions and even cherished beliefs—even while presenting to
an audience. Unfortunately, this investigator has almost completely disappeared
from the American classroom, just as it has in American journalism.
James does go on to extol “the dispassionately judicial intellect with no pet
hypothesis.” This “objective” position, though it is an impossibility or simply a theoretical starting point, is what many journalists and educators claim to establish at
the end, a claim that foundationalists love to undermine, when journalists and academics make it, easily showing both the claim’s arrogance and its falsity—and its
essential timidity when used as an excuse against “opinion.” It is this, and the lack
of confidence that it generally hides, that set journalism up for its fall within the last
decade—at least in part. And this, too, may prove to be a factor in any coming
downfall of the current American system of higher education.
People such as David Horowitz, a right-wing activist and author of (among
many other books) The Professors: The 101 Most Dangerous Academics in America, are finding it easy, today, to hoist many scholars by their own petard, showing
that their cherished objectivity is no such thing. They use this as a tactic towards a
strategic design, the replacement of the current “liberal” establishment from its seat
of dominance within American universities with much more conservative leaders.
As Paul Starr, author of Creation of the Media: Political Origins of Modern Communications, wrote in a review of Impostors in the Temple: The Decline of the American University by Martin Anderson (quoted in Bérubé’s What’s Liberal About the
Liberal Arts?), “Mr. Anderson seems to want to do for the universities what [Newt]
Gingrich and his confrères have done for the Congress: bring the institution into
such disrepute that conservatives, long stuck in minority status, will have a chance
at gaining power” (277). The strategy, shared by Horowitz, hasn’t changed over the
twenty years since Anderson’s book, either in politics or against academia. As the
ascent of Sarah Palin shows (not to mention later permutations of the anti-politician
politician such as Michele Bachmann, Donald Trump, and Herman Cain), belief and
personality now trump knowledge and skill in the political arena—and even in journalism, where entertainers such as Glenn Beck, Andrew Breitbart, Ann Coulter, and
Rush Limbaugh hold greater influence than anyone who has made a career of studying issues rather than audiences. Unless things change, this will soon be the case
in American universities as well. David Barton, a self-styled “historian” with a clear
and self-proclaimed “Christian” view of American history, is already more influential than most with real training and experience in that field of study. Bill O’Reilly
has found as much success as serious popular historians as Ron Chernow and David
McCullough with the bestselling Killing Lincoln: The Shocking Assassination that
Changed America Forever (written with Martin Dugard), a work riddled with historical error and examples of amateur scholarship. In a comment on the book, novelist Nelson DeMille goes so far as to write, “Add historian to Bill O’Reilly’s already impressive résumé.” The term “historian” is thereby reduced to equivalence
with “entertainer,” with accuracy, care, developed skill, and even peer approval jettisoned completely. Disrepute indeed.
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People within academia, including me, have allowed this to happen through
our own growing unwillingness to grapple with hard issues and to publicly defend
the positions we establish, especially if our positions challenge our own institutions.
Ira Shor, one of the rare American academics who refuse to bow to the forces of
inertia, complained of this more than fifteen years ago though, in keeping with what
seemed to be the case at the time, he blamed political pressure instead of financial
protectiveness:
A teacher’s authority to question the status quo… varies
with the changing tides of politics. Different eras have different political climates, encouraging or repressing democratic
activism. In what I have called the “conservative restoration”
following the activist sixties—the reactionary period from
Nixon through Gingrich—it became increasingly harder for
me to pursue experiments, as students, colleagues, and administrators pulled in their sails, in tune with the declining social
movements and the rising reactionary politics of these decades. (25)
In the mid-nineties, the financial imperatives stemming from the attitudes of
the Reagan era (speaking culturally and not simply politically) were not so starkly
apparent as they are today. The destructive impact of the synergy of politics and
money on journalism and education, certainly, was not yet quite so visible as they
have become, especially, since 9/11. They have even had an impact on teachers as
outspoken as Bérubé:
in the years since, as conservative students and pundits
have begun to mount campaigns against what they perceive as
liberal “bias” in American universities, I’ve had many occasions to wonder whether I’ve always dealt with [conservative]
students… in the best possible way. Although I’m a fairly opinionated and outspoken liberal-progressive writer outside the
classroom, I keep most of my political opinions to myself when
I enter the classroom, and only very rarely do I encounter an
undergraduate student who’s familiar with my writings for
Dissent or the Nation or major-city newspapers. Nor do I pry
into my students’ personal beliefs; ordinarily, I neither know
nor care where my students stand on abortion, the minimum
wage, genocide in Rwanda or Sudan, war in Iraq, the regressive Social Security tax, or the policies of the World Bank. (23)
Though I do much the same thing, I am beginning to believe I am wrong—not
wrong to never pry into student beliefs (Bérubé’s bringing that up shows the power
that has developed around the quest for “balance”) but wrong to leave my own beliefs, for the most part, outside the classroom door. I would be a stronger example
to my students if I met questions on such topics directly (which, I suspect, is how
Bérubé actually approaches things), instead of avoiding them by saying something
307

like “That’s not really relevant to the topic under consideration.” Doing so only
makes me look weak and makes it harder for my students to learn. Why? Because
questions that might lead to debate, that might spark interest, are thereby shown to
be easily shunted aside. Good education focuses as much on attitude as on topics.
At the very least, if we force attitude aside, we leave education dull.
In addition to weakening the institutions of journalism and higher education
and reducing the likelihood of compromise in political debate, the quest for “objectivity” has also weakened, within universities, any defence of academic freedom.
After all, academic freedom is a freedom for teachers, not simply for scholars, one
necessitated by the role of professor as exemplar, as one both willing to take a stand
and also to doubt it—and to invite students to do the same. So important is this to
academic freedom that the American Association of University Professors (AAUP),
in the 1915 Declaration of Principles on Academic Freedom and Academic Tenure,
addresses teaching directly: “Academic freedom in this sense comprises three elements: freedom of inquiry and research; freedom of teaching within the university
or college; and freedom of extramural utterance and action.” The Declaration goes
on, reflecting early recognition of the problems that financial success for educational
institutions can entail, but that were not yet generally a controlling part of academia:
If education is the cornerstone of the structure of society
and if progress in scientific knowledge is essential to civilization, few things can be more important than to enhance the
dignity of the scholar’s profession, with a view to attracting
into its ranks men of the highest ability, of sound learning, and
of strong and independent character. This is the more essential because the pecuniary emoluments of the profession are
not, and doubtless never will be, equal to those open to the
more successful members of other professions. It is not, in our
opinion, desirable that men should be drawn into this profession by the magnitude of the economic rewards which it offers;
but it is for this reason the more needful that men of high gift
and character should be drawn into it by the assurance of an
honorable and secure position, and of freedom to perform
honestly and according to their own consciences the distinctive and important function which the nature of the profession
lays upon them.
As Shor indicates, the status of all teachers, including university professors,
has been diminished over the past generation in a climate that has become distinctly
anti-intellectual. No longer are professors accepted as authorities, certainly not with
the enthusiasm of the past when college professors could be popular local lecturers.
In part because they have not defended their positions (it is too easy to blame the
public alone), professors have lost status to the point where lightweights like Barton
and O’Reilly can easily challenge their place of authority within the public imagination. The timidity brought about by fear of losing funding, a timidity academic
freedom was supposed to protect against, has combined with fundamentalist and
conservative distrust of the universities (especially strong, coming off of the role of
308

universities as hosts to sixties leftist movements) to create a situation where antiintellectual momentum becomes nearly impossible to counter.
Showing that, even a century ago, the members of the AAUP understood the
dangers of money, at least, in an academic environment, the Declaration is used to
try to establish a firewall between the financial needs of the educational institution
and its scholarly and educational needs:
In the political, social, and economic field almost every question, no matter
how large and general it at first appears, is more or less affected by private or class
interests; and, as the governing body of a university is naturally made up of men
who through their standing and ability are personally interested in great private enterprises, the points of possible conflict are numberless. When to this is added the
consideration that benefactors, as well as most of the parents who send their children
to privately endowed institutions, themselves belong to the more prosperous and
therefore usually to the more conservative classes, it is apparent that, so long as
effectual safeguards for academic freedom are not established, there is a real danger
that pressure from vested interests may, sometimes deliberately and sometimes unconsciously, sometimes openly and sometimes subtly and in obscure ways, be
brought to bear upon academic authorities.
The Declaration goes on to describe problems that public universities might
have, different from those of the private schools in that the funding source is the
government, to a large degree, but still parallel in that both instances require the
protection of the faculty through academic freedom as an explicit aspect of a successful university. In both cases, academic freedom is meant to provide a barrier
against the influence of both money and public opinion:
The tendency of modern democracy is for men to think alike, to feel alike, and
to speak alike. Any departure from the conventional standards is apt to be regarded
with suspicion. Public opinion is at once the chief safeguard of a democracy, and
the chief menace to the real liberty of the individual. It almost seems as if the danger
of despotism cannot be wholly averted under any form of government. In a political
autocracy there is no effective public opinion, and all are subject to the tyranny of
the ruler; in a democracy there is political freedom, but there is likely to be a tyranny
of public opinion.
An inviolable refuge from such tyranny should be found in the university.
It still could be such a refuge, were academics willing to protect their reputations and show their strengths by standing their ground in the classroom and in public debate. Instead, when attacked, today they tend to fall into a defensive, protectionist posture, one that makes them appear weak. One that invites attack. When
coupled with negative public perception of other aspects of academia, including tenure, this makes many people see the professor’s position as little more than a sinecure.
It is no wonder that the profession has fallen into such low repute. The “public
intellectual,” the academic playing the role of advising authority in the public
sphere, almost disappears as a result of the deliberate attack on the professors and
of our inability to defend ourselves. We rarely do what the effective teacher, the one
who can lead in the classroom by example, does, in part because we do not maintain
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the respect the professor had once earned within the wider community, to say nothing of the classroom.
“Teaching by example,” once one of the most important aspects of what occurred in colleges, includes showing what it means to take a position, understand it
well enough to defend it, and to stand by it in the public sphere. And, just as importantly, to publicly change one’s position when shown its errors. The crumbling
of support for academic freedom over the past few years stems, at least in part, from
the inability of so many of us professors, like so many journalists, to take courageous
public stands on issues and to demonstrate an intellectual ability to change one’s
mind in the face of new evidence. It has led an increasingly timid profession to back
away from its own responsibilities within the citizenry. At the same time, emphasis
on impartiality has provided cover for other fears, such as the one Horowitz and
others on the right perceive and use in their attacks on academia, fears of the professoriate being perceived by the wider public as composed of propagandists instead
of scholars.
In “My Pedagogic Creed,” John Dewey wrote: “I believe, finally, that the
teacher is engaged, not simply in the training of individuals, but in the formation of
the proper social life.” Taken seriously, this leads teachers to model for their students, to show how one ought to act in the public arena of a democracy. It means
that “teaching” must be much more than simply providing a conduit for “content.”
By withdrawing from this responsibility under the cover of impartiality, academics
have opened themselves up to the charge that, given new technological means of
obtaining information and even of developing skills, their services are no longer
needed. Furthermore, they continue to create easy openings for attack from the right.
Assuming (they do it for this argument only) that all stands are opinions only, certain
conservative forces attack syllabi as one-sided if, for instance, creationism is not
offered as an alternative to evolution or doubts about climate change are not given
equal weight in the classroom to evidence for it. This is crazy, for it teaches students
that no opinion is better than any other, an attitude that will make them less than
prepared to deal with the questions the future will certainly raise. Dewey writes:
With the advent of democracy and modern industrial
conditions, it is impossible to foretell definitely just what civilization will be twenty years from now. Hence it is impossible
to prepare the child for any precise set of conditions. To prepare him for the future life means to give him command of
himself; it means so to train him that he will have the full and
ready use of all his capacities; that his eye and ear and hand
may be tools ready to command, that his judgment may be capable of grasping the conditions under which it has to work,
and the executive forces be trained to act economically and
efficiently.
Accepting “balance,” students can never next grasp the essentials for reasoning, for any one idea is considered as good as the next, making the act of reasoning
irrelevant:
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I believe that ideas (intellectual and rational processes)
also result from action and devolve for the sake of the better
control of action. What we term reason is primarily the law of
orderly or effective action. To attempt to develop the reasoning powers, the powers of judgment, without reference to the
selection and arrangement of means in action, is the fundamental fallacy in our present methods of dealing with this matter. As a result we present the child with arbitrary symbols.
Symbols are a necessity in mental development, but they have
their place as tools for economizing effort; presented by themselves they are a mass of meaningless and arbitrary ideas imposed from without.
In the news media, a consistent stance, rather than reasoning, has become a
commentator’s stock-in-trade. In news entertainment, which is the largest part of
journalism today, changing one’s point of view merely confuses audiences and creates problems for those responsible for booking guests on television and radio shows
where the intent is often to feature competing opinions as the basis for the conflicts
that drive the shows. As a result, most anyone whose views evolve will eventually
drop from sight, for they cannot be guaranteed to provide entertaining opposition.
The attitude that one must be consistent in opinions is now carried over to an unprecedented degree to politicians, who are pilloried if they change their minds on
any issue. Because they have not publicly held themselves as models for how and
why attitudes can change (not recently, at least), college professors are seen in the
same light. That, their attackers conclude, they should not have opinions at all but
should be “objective”—and should stick to “content” alone.
An opinionated faculty, however, is part of what has made American education
effective. The radical behaviourist B. F. Skinner once told me how rhetorician I. A.
Richards would introduce him during his annual visits to Richards’ classes at Harvard: “And now I introduce… the devil!” Skinner laughed, enjoying the recollection—and the fact that two men who disagreed dramatically could both be friends
and listen to the other—and even allow the other to put forward his own views to
his classes.
These two weren’t interested in “balance,” but in debate and continued learning. Each fervently believed in his own theories, but each was willing to be challenged. Each was confident in his position but open to be proven wrong. Each was
modelling for students an attitude towards learning and towards intellectual discussion of a sort that the quest for “balance” has helped to erode over the decades since
their heyday.
How is what they were providing different than what the political right wants,
when it asks that creationism and climate-change doubt be included in the classroom? Simply this: Skinner and Richards were opinionated and proud of it; they did
not, however, hold “opinion” itself in high regard. Instead, they valued support of a
position, confidence in one’s ability to consider and evaluate evidence, and a willingness to take into account new information. They could do this because they knew
they were protected by the principle of academic freedom. Even when their opinions
were at odds with prevailing cultural winds, they were protected—not as people
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who will imbue certain beliefs into the students (it was expected that family and
culture could take care of that) but as exemplars of the process of search, conclusion,
and action. But academic freedom has itself atrophied, becoming little more than
job protection—a right and not a responsibility.
Skinner remains one of the most significant cases in point for the value of traditional academic freedom, especially for those whose beliefs run counter to prevailing cultural winds. Long vilified for, supposedly, raising his daughters in a Skinner box, for hating ‘freedom and dignity,’ and for reducing every human action to
stimulus and response, he is now recognized (though not yet fully) as a visionary.
As I have often pointed out, the ‘Air-Crib’ he developed and wrote about in an unfortunately titled article (“Baby in a Box”: in a note in Cumulative Record, Skinner
claims he did not create the title) for Ladies Home Journal in 1945, foresaw such
household commonalities as monitors in cribs that allow parents to hear a child’s
breathing and activity from anywhere in the house. It was not the operant chamber,
or Skinner box, that was used to teach generations of students about operant conditioning. And, though it took a generation for his book Verbal Behavior to recover
from a scathing review by Noam Chomsky (Skinner would later say to me that he
had never responded to Chomsky because Chomsky’s review did not deal with the
points of the book but with Chomsky’s own vision of a type of behaviourism, often
called ‘methodological behaviourism,’ that was not Skinner’s), it is now of increasing importance to the study of language usage. Finally, Skinner’s take on technology
in education, though still mostly ignored today, probably should become the starting
point for development of effective “hybrid” (combined classroom and online) education. His words in “The Technology of Education” on the subject more than fifty
years ago certainly remain relevant today:
There is more important work to be done—in which the
teacher’s relations to the pupil cannot be duplicated by a mechanical device. Instrumental help would merely improve
these relations. One might say that the main trouble with education… is that the child is obviously not competent and
knows it and that the teacher is unable to do anything about it
and knows that too. If the advances which have recently been
made in our control of behavior can give the child genuine
competence in reading, writing, spelling, and arithmetic, then
the teacher may begin to function, not in lieu of a cheap machine, but through intellectual, cultural, and emotional contacts of that distinctive sort which testify to her status as a human being.
This, of course, is the most important role a teacher plays. But it is also the one
that, through timidity, we have been giving up. We have, in fact, been allowing
measurement and “outcome” to replace teaching in almost all of American national
discussions on education, as Skinner says in The Technology of Teaching: “under
the blandishments of statistical methods, which promised a new kind of rigor, educational psychologists spent half a century measuring the results of teaching while
neglecting teaching itself” (94). Now, it has been a century.
312

The result? A system of education that, all too often, takes engagement out of
education, replacing it with boredom:
Though physically present and looking at a teacher or
text, the student does not pay attention. He is hysterically deaf.
His mind wanders. He daydreams. Incipient forms of escape
appear as restlessness. “Mental fatigue” is usually not a state
of exhaustion but an uncontrollable disposition to escape, and
schools deal with it by permitting escaped to other activities
which, it is hoped, will also be profitable…. A child will spend
hours absorbed in play or in watching movies or television
who cannot sit still in school for more than a few minutes before escape becomes too strong to be denied. (The Technology
of Teaching, 97-98)
By college, the disengagement between student and teacher becomes almost
complete, the courses following an “almost universal system of ‘assign and test.’
The teacher does not teach, he simply holds the student responsible for learning.
The student must read books, study texts, perform experiments, and attend lectures,
and he is responsible for doing so in the sense that, if he does not correctly report
what he has seen, heard, or read, he will suffer aversive consequences.” (The Technology of Teaching, 99-100) Yet it is through interaction with teachers that a student
really learns:
It has been said that an education is what survives when
a man has forgotten all he has been taught. Certainly few students could pass their final examinations even a year or two
after leaving school or the university. What has been learned
of permanent value must therefore not be the facts and principles covered by examinations but certain other kinds of behaviour often ascribed to special abilities.(Skinner, “Review
Lecture: The Technology of Teaching” for the Royal Society,
1965)
Those other kinds of behaviour include actions such as continued search even
in the face of failure, change of direction in light of new information, and engagement with others pursuing intellectual goals. These are gained, usually, through interaction with real scholar/teachers and through notice of the examples set.
The reasons education fell into the timidity of “objectivity,” while sharing an
essential protective component with journalism, are somewhat different. Those of
journalism are explored by a number of scholars and journalists, including Rosen
(What Are Journalists For?) and Merritt (Public Journalism and Public Life: Why
Telling the News Is Not Enough). Those of education have not been as well explored.
Unfortunately, a certain portion of the blame for what has happened in higher
education can be laid to a misapplication (and often a misunderstanding) of one
book, Paulo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed. In it, Freire describes ‘the banking
model of education,’ something that has become the bête noire of many educators
and an excuse, couched in leftist terms, for removing oneself from responsibility in
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the classroom and from the engagement Skinner promotes. Freire argues that the
contents of courses, through this banking model (which is more talked of and vilified
than understood), tend “to become lifeless and petrified” (7). It turns students “into
‘containers,’ into ‘receptacles’ to be ‘filled’ by the teacher” (58). Freire sees the
solution to the tendency to fall into this pattern in development of a paradigm where
all in the classroom act both as teachers and as students. It removes the lectern, so
to speak, making everyone involved explicit learners. He writes:
The capability of banking education to minimize or annul the students’ creative power and to stimulate their credulity serves the interests of the oppressors, who care neither to
have the world revealed nor to see it transformed. The oppressors use their “humanitarianism” to preserve a profitable situation. Thus they react almost instinctively against any experiment in education which stimulates the critical faculties and
is not content with a partial view of reality but always seeks
out the ties which link one point to another and one problem
to another. (6)
The irony, today, is that Freire’s own suggestions have been turned to that
same preservation. Adapted into a situation that cannot maintain it honestly, Freire’s
own model of education simply becomes another means of protecting the status quo.
What Freire envisioned was a complete revamping of the system of education, including its hierarchies. It is impossible, for instance, to institute a real community
of equal learners when one member of the community is invested with the necessity
of evaluating all of the others and when that one has been selected for membership
in an elite fraternity. Shor, who collaborated with Freire on later projects, recognized
this, writing that, “in terms of transforming undemocratic power relations, I cannot
instantly shed or deny the authority I bring to class. Many students won’t allow that.
They expect me to install unilateral authority; in some ways, they prefer it or want
it, more than just expect it” (18). Grafting Freire onto an unchanged hierarchy cannot work. More has to be done. Yet a flawed and bastardized version of Freire’s
pedagogy, taking none of this into account, has become the unquestioned standard
for too much of contemporary classroom teaching, at least in the humanities.
Small groups, short activities, sitting in a circle: these have become the core of
any acceptable teaching in more and more eyes and are enforced through peer classroom evaluations. Lecturing is out. People extol ‘the guide by the side’ and bemoaned ‘the sage on the stage.’ But teaching is much more than that, as Shor says.
As Bérubé does, like Freire himself did, and Dewey and Skinner. These are (or were)
all real teachers, not people satisfied with a restrictive methodology coupled with a
timid approach to their topics or the world. Freire argues that teachers should be as
much learners as students, but never meant that to reduce teachers—he meant to
enhance learners and teachers by emphasizing the contribution learning makes to
teaching and that teachers constantly learn about teaching through their students.
Following that line of thought, Shor writes, “critical pedagogy is a constantly evolving process which calls for continual change and growth, in me and the students”
(4).
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Taking inspiration from Skinner, psychologist Fred Keller wrote an article,
published in The Journal of Applied Behavioral Analysis in the Spring1968 issue,
called “Good-bye, Teacher….” It wasn’t, as it might sound, an argument for ridding
schools of their instructors but a presentation of a plan expanding what is done in
our schools. Use technology, yes, but not solely; use teachers, but not alone and not
in the traditional fashion, focusing their energy on organization, motivation, and
example. Take things in small steps, students sometimes working alone, sometimes
with classroom peers who have already mastered the assignment, sometimes with
former students of the course now acting as proctors, making everyone in the classroom clearly teachers to some degree. Called the Personalized System of Instruction
or the Keller Method, it actually works—but it requires extra effort on the part of
the teacher, far more than does assigning tasks to small groups, keeping activities
short, and letting students talk in a circle. It requires planning and also requires confidence on the part of the teacher, confidence that the traditional classroom role can
be given up without loss of authority.
Shor writes that students are “talked at, talked about, talked around, and talked
down to, but rarely talked with in traditional schooling” (16). Keller wanted to
change this as much as Freire did (both of them developed their methods in Brazil
in the early 1960s). This cannot be done through halfway measures where students
are not given the full picture of the teacher’s role or when parts of what can make
up effective teaching are utilized without the rest, as Skinner makes clear by saying
that technology in education is not, by itself, enough.
Whatever the method used, education will never regain its strength it we do
not actively pursue the school’s participation within the culture as a tool for improvement—not just of individuals but of the society as a whole. We teachers need
to be aggressive in our agendas, and those need to extend well beyond the classroom.
Dewey writes:
I believe it is the business of every one interested in education to insist upon the school as the primary and most effective instrument of social progress and reform in order that society may be awakened to realize what the school stands for,
and aroused to the necessity of endowing the educator with
sufficient equipment properly to perform his task.
This is not objectivity—but it is education.

Society, Education, and John Dewey
09/06/12
Wesleyan University president Michael Roth wrote an opinion piece for The
New York Times that appeared 09/05/12. Titled "Learning as Freedom," it brings us
back to John Dewey and his vision:
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Education should aim to enhance our capacities, Dewey
argued, so that we are not reduced to mere tools.
Roth is responding to critics who see much of contemporary higher education
as a waste of time:
[T]he call for a more narrowly tailored education — especially for Americans with limited economic prospects — is
not [new]. A century ago, organizations as varied as chambers of commerce and labor federations backed plans for a
dual system of teaching, wherein some students would be
trained for specific occupations, while others would get a
broad education allowing them to continue their studies in
college.
Dewey rejected this tiered approach to education for a democracy where all
citizens should have the opportunity for education allowing them to fully participate.
Dewey also saw a broad education as a necessary underpinning for specialization
and as part-and-parcel of life within a society. That is, education should build from
the social elements of the student's life in all their breadth, keeping away from specialization until certain social competencies have been achieved.
In "My Pedagogic Creed," he writes:
ARTICLE THREE. THE SUBJECT-MATTER OF
EDUCATION
I believe that the social life of the child is the basis of
concentration, or correlation, in all his training or growth.
The social life gives the unconscious unity and the background
of all his efforts and of all his attainments.
I believe that the subject-matter of the school curriculum
should mark a gradual differentiation out of the primitive unconscious unity of social life.
I believe that we violate the child's nature and render
difficult the best ethical results, by introducing the child too
abruptly to a number of special studies, of reading, writing,
geography, etc., out of relation to this social life.
I believe, therefore, that the true centre of correlation of the
school subjects is not science, nor literature, nor history, nor
geography, but the child's own social activities.
I believe that education cannot be unified in the study of science, or so-called nature study, because apart from human
activity, nature itself is not a unity; nature in itself is a number
of diverse objects in space and time, and to attempt to make it
the centre of work by itself, is to introduce a principle of radiation rather than one of concentration.
I believe that literature is the reflex expression and interpretation of social experience; that hence it must follow
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upon and not precede such experience. It, therefore, cannot be
made the basis, although it may be made the summary of unification.
I believe once more that history is of educative value in
so far as it presents phases of social life and growth. It must
be controlled by reference to social life. When taken simply as
history it is thrown into the distant past and becomes dead and
inert. Taken as the record of man's social life and progress it
becomes full of meaning. I believe, however, that it cannot be
so taken excepting as the child is also introduced directly into
social life.
I believe accordingly that the primary basis of education
is in the child's powers at work along the same general constructive lines as those which have brought civilization into
being.
I believe that the only way to make the child conscious
of his social heritage is to enable him to perform those fundamental types of activity which makes civilization what it is.
I believe, therefore, in the so-called expressive or constructive
activities as the centre of correlation
I believe that this gives the standard for the place of
cooking, sewing, manual training, etc., in the school.
I believe that they are not special studies which are to be introduced over and above a lot of others in the way of relaxation or relief, or as additional accomplishments. I believe rather that they represent, as types, fundamental forms of social
activity; and that it is possible and desirable that the child's
introduction into the more formal subjects of the curriculum
be
through
the
medium
of
these
activities.
I believe that the study of science is educational in so far as it
brings out the materials and processes which make social life
what it is.
I believe that one of the greatest difficulties in the present
teaching of science is that the material is presented in purely
objective form, or is treated as a new peculiar kind of experience which the child can add to that which he has already had.
In reality, science is of value because it gives the ability to
interpret and control the experience already had. It should be
introduced, not as so much new subject- matter, but as showing the factors already involved in previous experience and as
furnishing tools by which that experience can be more easily
and effectively regulated.
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I believe that at present we lose much of the value of literature and language studies because of our elimination of the
social element. Language is almost always treated in the
books of pedagogy simply as the expression of thought. It is
true that language is a logical instrument, but it is fundamentally and primarily a social instrument. Language is the device
for communication; it is the tool through which one individual
comes to share the ideas and feelings of others. When treated
simply as a way of getting individual information, or as a
means of showing off what one has learned, it loses its social
motive and end.
I believe that there is, therefore, no succession of studies
in the ideal school curriculum. If education is life, all life has,
from the outset, a scientific aspect; an aspect of art and culture and an aspect of communication. It cannot, therefore, be
true that the proper studies for one grade are mere reading
and writing, and that at a later grade, reading, or literature,
or science, may be introduced. The progress is not in the succession of studies but in the development of new attitudes towards, and new interests in, experience.
I believe finally, that education must be conceived as a
continuing reconstruction of experience; that the process and
the goal of education are one and the same thing.
I believe that to set up any end outside of education, as furnishing its goal and standard, is to deprive the educational
process of much of its meaning and tends to make us rely upon
false and external stimuli in dealing with the child.
When we make education simply training, we reduce the life of the student.
Education builds on the life of the student and also builds that life. To make it narrower than that hurts both student and society.

Let’s Move to Student “Doing” Instead of “Buying”
06/10/15
At the end of a 06/10/15 editorial, “Help for Victims of College Fraud,” in The
New York Times on the Department of Education’s decision to forgive student loans
owed to Corinthian Colleges, the Editorial Board wrote:
Critics are already casting this as a windfall for former
students. But it is important to remember that this loan money
flowed to fraudulent institutions that fleeced people and gave
them nothing in return. Congress needs to tighten the
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standards against which these schools are judged and the
rules under which they operate.
Those standards and rules need to include a retreat from the commercialization
and corporatization of higher education that has been the hallmark of the past quarter-century of college and university operations. Students were lured to Corinthian
(and continue to be lured by its like) by the idea that education is something one can
buy. Student loans become an investment against returns in the future. Unfortunately for the students scammed (but fortunately for education), colleges don’t work
that way: learning isn’t conferred on one for payment. Yet, as Hunter Rawlings,
writing “College is not a commodity. Stop treating it like one” on 06/09/15 in the
Washington Post states, “most public discussion of higher ed today pretends that
students simply receive their education from colleges the way a person walks out of
Best Buy with a television.”
Though nonsense, that’s how our governments—and governing bodies of colleges and universities—have been seeing higher education for quite some time, now.
The “student as consumer” idea has been dominant since the 1970s even though it
has never made much sense:
The results of this kind of thinking are pernicious. Governors and legislators, as well as the media, treat colleges as
purveyors of goods, students as consumers and degrees as
products. Students get the message. If colleges are responsible
for outcomes, then students can feel entitled to classes that do
not push them too hard, to high grades and to material that
does not challenge their assumptions or make them uncomfortable.
So writes Rawlings, and correctly so. What he says isn’t even new, having
been written and spoken over and over again for decades, though to no effect. Rawlings goes on, reiterating what should be the obvious:
So let’s acknowledge that college is not a commodity.
It’s a challenging engagement in which both parties have to
take an active and risk-taking role if its potential value is to
be realized. Professors need to inspire, to prod, to irritate, to
create engaging environments that enable learning to take
place that can’t happen simply from reading books or watching films or surfing the Web. Good teachers “supply oxygen”
to their classrooms, in the words of former Emory University
president Bill Chace; they do not merely supply answers or
facts. And good colleges provide lots of help to students who
face challenges completing their degrees in a reasonable
amount of time.
But students need to make a similar commitment to
breathe it in and be enlivened by it. They owe this not only to
their teachers but also to their parents and themselves. After
all, the decision to go to college is a decision to make an
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investment in their future, an investment of time and money.
And for many, a college education is expensive. Students have
to play a major role in making sure it’s money well spent.
Even Rawlings, though, falls into the rhetorical frame of those who make education a commodity, calling it an “investment” and then reverting to that bankrupt
model for judging it (“money well spent”).
That even one making the point that our vision of college is way off track falls
into defining it in the very terms he wants us to avoid shows just how hard it is going
to be to return “college” to something other than a monetary investment. As long as
we continue to speak of higher education in terms reminiscent of the stock market
or of trading of any sort, situations such as the Corinthian one are going to continue
to appear.
As Rawlings says, college is something students do, not something they buy.
Yes, there are expenses involved, but these are not the yardsticks by which the successes of education should be measured. Rawlings sums it up:
The value of a degree depends more on the student’s input than on the college’s
curriculum. I know this because I have seen excellent students get great educations
at average colleges, and unmotivated students get poor educations at excellent colleges.
This is where the emphasis should remain, on student work, and not on money
paid.
Were we to place it there, we might be able to move to a system where free
higher education is made available to all. Doing so would be in the best interest of
all of us—but it can never happen while we see higher education as something that
can be bought or sold.

Countering the Corporate Con
06/28/15
The two great parts of American higher education are the students and the faculty. The administrators are only around to facilitate the learning of the former and
the teaching and research of the latter.
Or that’s the way we imagine it.
Over the past fifty years, the students have become customers instead of learners and the faculty are clerks and assembly-line workers. The new corporate structure of American colleges and universities has demoted both, raising up administrators to the stratosphere of corporate executives and their oversight boards to that of
major shareholders.
This is no way to run a college, as the recent report by New York University
faculty, The Art of the Gouge: How NYU Squeezes Billions from our Students—And
Where That Money Goes demonstrates. I’ve mentioned this before, but I want to
return to the topic a bit in light of an article by David Masciortra for AlterNet,
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06/25/15. Entitled “College is Wildly Exploitative: Why Aren’t Students Raising
Hell?” The NYU report is the springboard for Masciortra’s discussion. He writes
that “Higher education wears the cloak of liberalism, but in policy and practice, it
can be a corrupt and cutthroat system of power and exploitation.” He’s right. And it
is not simply faculty, especially contingent faculty, who are exploited—but students
as well.
While adjuncts and term-appointed faculty (and their tenured and tenure-track
supporters) are beginning to get organized, students are doing almost nothing.
Part of this is a problem of public perception. As the NYU report hammers
home:
While making clear that NYU is an unusually expensive
ride, the press has not conveyed a proper sense of how relentless, and ingenious, NYU really is at squeezing cash from its
community. For that, one needs to hear from the community—
especially the students:
1.

all they want is your money.

2.

all they care about is your money

3.

you are nothing to them but $200,000

That is not the rant of some eccentric malcontent, but a complaint that comes
up endlessly on social media, in online reviews, throughout the blogosphere, and in
the student press: “NYU just wants your money … they don’t care about you!” “We
all know NYU is money-hungry.” “NYU wants your money, and you will graduate
feeling suckered.” “NYU is a scam… don’t go there.” “NYU is all about the money,
but they use none of [it] to support undergrad education.” And so on.
The students, though aware of their plight, aren’t organizing, aren’t making
use of their collective power.
They can. Columbia University and Berkeley come to mind. Even little Utica
College, where I was a student in the spring of 1970, shut down in the wake of the
Kent State killings, shut down by student power and faculty support. Today? The
new issues of exploitation “should inspire vigilance and activism, but only 10 out
of 160 protests targeted tuition hikes for attack, and only two of those 10 events took
place outside the state of California.”
Masciortra refers to Robert Reich’s book Supercapitalism in making an argument against the “excessive increases” in the cost of higher education: “Higher education can claim no costly infrastructural or operational developments to defend its
sophisticated swindle of American families. It is a high-tech, multifaceted, but old
fashioned transfer of wealth from the poor, working- and middle-classes to the rich.”
Both he and Reich are right.
Faculty have not benefitted from the rising cost of higher education. Salaries
have not kept pace, even if tenured and tenure-track faculty are looked at alone (add
in the pitiful amounts paid adjuncts and, well, faculty compensation begins to look
downright exploitative).
To change things, faculty need activist student allies but, as Masciortra argues:
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This seems unlikely to happen in a culture, however,
where even most poor Americans view themselves, in the
words of John Steinbeck, as “temporarily embarrassed millionaires.” The political, educational and economic ruling
class of America is comfortable selling out its progeny. In the
words of one student quoted in “The Art of the Gouge,” “they
see me as nothing more than $200,000.”
We on the faculty, though we haven’t been enriched by the new high cost of
education, have sat mute, for the most part, while the growth has gotten out of control, intimidated by the administrators whose control over our own activities has
grown with each passing year, concepts like “shared governance” and even “academic freedom” seeming quaint holdovers from a distant past. As Peter Wood described it a couple of years ago, on 06/18/13 (“What Has Happened to the AAUP?”)
the public perception of the AAUP is that it frequently descends “into mere rationalization of professorial privilege.” He was wrong then about the activities of the
organization and his comment is even more wrong today, but there’s enough truth
in it to make those of us who see the AAUP as one of the main avenues of resistance
to the corporatization of universities (through its collective-bargaining units as well
as through its advocacy) cringe. We need to change that.
One way we can make Wood’s comment even more meaningless tomorrow
than it is today is to reach out to students in ways we haven’t since the 1960s and
early 1970s, making student empowerment as much a part of our agenda as faculty
empowerment. As the heart and soul of the university, students and faculty, when
working together, have tremendous power.
It’s time we start using it.

For Students
06/30/15
British scholar Sara Ahmed writes “Against Students” on 06/29/15 in The New
Inquiry (with a slightly earlier and very little different version on her own blog,
feministkilljoys) an essay entitled “Against Students.” She starts out:
What do I mean by “against students”? By using this expression I am trying to describe a series of speech acts which
consistently position students, or at least specific kinds of students, as a threat to education, to free speech, to civilization,
even to life itself.
The other day, I posted a piece that includes a plea for faculty to become more
proactively “for” students—with the hope that students will become more active on
their own behalf, that they will stop seeing themselves as consumers of education

322

but will become activists in their own education. Ahmed, however, makes a good
point:
We have an understanding of how, when students are being critical of what we are doing, when they contest what is
being taught, they can be treated and dismissed as acting like
consumers. In other words it is when students are not satisfied
that they are understood as treating our delivery as a product.
Critique as such can be “swept away” by the charge of consumerism. Students become the problem when what they want
is not in accordance with what academics want or what academics want them to want. Students become willful when what
they will is not what academics will or not what academics
will them to will. What seems to be in place here is what Paulo
Freire called the “bank model” of education, in which teachers deposit knowledge into the bodies of students like money
into a machine. Rather ironically, students are more likely to
be judged as acting like consumers when they refuse to be
banks.
Ahmed is reacting, in part, to an article by Terry Eagleton for The Chronicle
of Higher Education called “The Slow Death of the University” (04/06/15). For her
own purposes, she is not addressing Eagleton’s main point but is using him to illustrate how “we” faculty tend to sweep aside students even as, sometimes, we think
we are “helping” them.
Eagleton, on the other hand, is bemoaning this:
According to the British state, all publicly funded academic research must now regard itself as part of the so-called
knowledge economy, with a measurable impact on society.
Such impact is rather easier to gauge for aeronautical engineers than ancient historians. Pharmacists are likely to do
better at this game than phenomenologists. Subjects that do
not attract lucrative research grants from private industry, or
that are unlikely to pull in large numbers of students, are
plunged into a state of chronic crisis. Academic merit is
equated with how much money you can raise, while an educated student is redefined as an employable one. It is not a
good time to be a paleographer or numismatist, pursuits that
we will soon not even be able to spell, let alone practice.
However, in his snide style, he allows an opening for Ahmed to make her own
point. Ahmed writes (quoting Eagleton):
The consuming student is a problem: “One result of this
hot pursuit of the student purse is the growth of courses tailored to whatever is currently in fashion among 20-year-olds.
In my own discipline of English, that means vampires rather
than Victorians, sexuality rather than Shelley, fanzines rather
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than Foucault, the contemporary world rather than the medieval one. It is thus that deep-seated political and economic
forces come to shape syllabuses. Any English department that
focused its energies on Anglo-Saxon literature or the 18th
century would be cutting its own throat.” Even if the “hot pursuit” of the “student purse” is behind the demise of a discipline, it is the students who want the wrong things, who determine what is being and not taught, who have caused the loss
of the right things (vampires, sexuality, fanzines; the contemporary world rather than Victorians, Shelley, Foucault, the
medieval world).
Personally, I don’t care what the putative subject matter is of any course I
teach. As a cultural-studies specialist in an English department, I see the goal of my
courses as development of ‘ways of seeing’ as opposed to mastery of the nomenclature of the seen (substitute “reading” for “seeing,” if you want to be picky). I’ll bring
vampires back to Victorians (that’s easy), expose the sexuality in Mary Shelley
(ditto), relate fanzines to Foucault (again… ) and open up the medieval world inside
the contemporary one. I can talk about the similarities between Beowulf and Rap
and between the sensibilities of Sterne and postmodernism. Most of us could do the
same. Eagleton could do it in his sleep. Ahmed probably could, too, though literature
is not her field. It’s simply a question of starting where our students are, of not assuming they are something other than what they claim to be. What we want to do is
expand boundaries of knowledge, not formalize them or limit them. It is not that
students want the wrong thing, but that they don’t yet see the connections between
their things and “our” things.
I went to graduate school explicitly to read Faulkner more fruitfully. That
meant, I found, reading Anglo-Saxon poetry—among all of the other elements of
English and American literature that I ended up studying so that I could reach my
goal. My teachers were the ones who showed me the ways I could go to reach my
goal–and then my new goals later. I want my students to have that same opportunity
I had, to explore as well as consume.
Eagleton’s conception of the consuming student could be better phrased as the
“buying” student, the student as purchaser. All students consume. Of course they
do. And all students should be in control of their education (one of Ahmed’s points),
their desires front and foremost, not swept aside for the purposes of any agenda.
Thing is (and this is one of Eagleton’s subtexts), students are not often in a position
to know what—or even how—it is best to learn. That’s why they are students.
The ticklish part comes when faculty don’t concur with student agendas… and
this happens more than we would like to admit. Here again, we need to put our own
preconceptions aside (for the moment) and try to see where the student is, and to see
from a student perspective. When students throw up roadblocks (objections to Darwin; fears of language; traumas from their pasts), we need to work with them to find
ways around.
It is our job as faculty to map out for students the paths they may be willing to
follow toward understandings of our disciplines that both make sense from student
perspectives and that are flexible enough to allow for exploration, for deviation from
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the trodden. If we believe there is a value to understanding Victorian literature and
our students are obsessed with vampires, the best way to open that literature to them
might be through Varney the Vampire. Why not?
At the end of her essay, Ahmed writes that it is the job of the faculty “to support, stand with, and stand by, those students who are fighting to survive hostile
institutions.” I don’t think Eagleton would disagree. I certainly don’t.

Reclaiming the Value of the Humanities
05/26/16
Maybe we can blame it all on Sputnik. Sixty years ago, next year, the Russians
panicked the Americans via satellite… literally. Suddenly, research had to be sped
up in new ways, and consolidated. Suddenly, the centers of the scholarly world were
physicists and others whose thought could have practical application for military
operations—in particular.
Don’t like Sputnik as the starting point? OK, use the Manhattan Project or
something else. Any way you look at it, though, or anywhere you start it, we’ve
increasingly given intellectual primacy to scientists or, today, to those in so-called
STEM (Science, Technology, Engineering and Mathematics) fields. Everything else
is insignificant. At least, there’s no money in it (or doesn’t seem to be). Intellectually
speaking, no longer do we have the two cultures C. P. Snow described, but a single
scientifically oriented one and a bunch of wannabes.
This is destroying our teaching, our education.
There’s a reason for the difference between the humanities and the sciences—
or there used to be. Even now, conflating them, at least in terms of pedagogy, serves
no one well. Quantifiable assessment and Student Learning Outcomes dumb down
education as a whole by denigrating half of the schooling project—the half teaching
students to think.
Snow, in The Two Cultures almost sixty years ago, posited something of a
parity between the two sides, with “Literary intellectuals at one pole—at the other
scientists…. Between the two a gulf of mutual incomprehension” (5). Reflecting the
already growing primacy of the sciences, though, even he didn’t really believe them
equal: “If we forget the scientific culture, then the rest of western intellectuals have
never tried, wanted, or been able to understand the industrial revolution, much less
accept it. Intellectuals, in particular literary intellectuals, are natural Luddites” (23).
One of his main points: “Have we begun to comprehend even the old industrial
revolution? Much less the new scientific revolution in which we stand? There was
never anything more necessary to comprehend” (29). He dismisses those in the humanities as children unwilling to be dragged into the adult world.
Yeah. The sciences are necessary. The other pole? Not so much. This has been
the bias of European and American intellectuals (and much of the rest, in the West)
for generations.
325

In fact, or so many came to believe—or so it has evolved—those in the humanities would be better off if they worked a little harder to become more scientific.
Quantify! Assess! Make the humanities digital. Learn to apply the scientific method
(seen small) to philosophical inquiry, to historical research, to literary scholarship.
Reduce art to formula: Learning need be nothing more than paint-by-numbers.
Those of us in the humanities have been complicit in our own debasement. So
widespread is the belief in the primacy of science that we, too, have accepted it
without much question—and have done so for decades. Even when we bemoan the
loss of ‘critical thinking,’ we fall right in line with the imposed methodologies of
the sciences and accept without thought our place as second-class citizens.
Judgement, that great unquantifiable, has had to go, replaced with rubrics—
and we have done nothing to fight back. A good piece of writing should be able to
be determined by the strength and sum of its parts, right? We’ve stopped worrying
with the dynamic of communication in favor examining the pieces on the paper.
When we can point to thesis statements, topic sentences and structure (at every
level), we think we know what we are talking about and imagine we are being scientific. We tell ourselves we are being analytical and, just perhaps, that we are finally reaching the point where we can hang out with the big kids over in the Math
department. Maybe, if we really work hard, we can even develop ‘theories’ or can
expound upon the value of counting in the exploration of history, philosophy or
literature. That just might allow us, one day, to hobnob with those adult holies, the
physicists, whose work we view with awe as if it were beyond our ken. If we make
our own theories as difficult to understand and surround them with formulae, perhaps these geniuses will, one day when we are older, deign to acknowledge our
existence.
*****
“’Oh, realism! Oh, here, oh, now, oh hell!’” wrote Ray Bradbury in his story
“Usher II.” I like to quote that line. It resonates with the reduction of the abundant
world we live in to the simply quantifiable one of ‘information,’ of education and
exploration dumbed down to those elements or things that can be numerically assessed. It posits an objective truth that can be laid out on a spreadsheet, sprawled on
a pin or evaluated in terms of expense versus income. It masks the fact that there are
things not so easily delineated, the fact that features on a map are never the whole
of a landscape. The fact that learning cannot be reduced, as I’ve said, to ‘outcomes’
or measured by what one retains now.
Yesterday was the last meeting for my Law through Literature class. It would
have been a final-exam time, but the students had elected to write a take-home and
simply had to turn it in. They had been instructed to find a line or two from the
“Grand Inquisitor” chapter of Dostoyevsky’s The Brothers Karamazov that they
could then use as a starting point for discussing their own visions of the law and
society. It was a difficult final and I don’t yet know how, as a group, they did. The
ones who stuck around to talk, however, were fascinated by the questions of freedom and metaphorical (and literal) salvation and responsibility they had been grappling with for the final.
Of the five who stuck around (finally breaking up five minutes after the period
was officially over), one was from Bangladesh, one from Indonesia, another from
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Bolivia, one from Ecuador and the fifth from Jamaica. There was an Applied Math
major, one in Computer Science, one in Legal Studies and two who already have
degrees—one of whom was taking courses to see if he wants to go to law school
and the other completing prerequisites for our Nursing program. Three were men,
two women. The thought of reducing them to a single set of ‘outcomes’ makes me
cringe.
The discussion during the class session was relaxed and wide-ranging, including how children should be treated (should they be allowed to fall and hurt themselves, or constantly protected) and even what parents should do when their offspring want to start making their own decisions. This related, for them, to the role
of law—one brought up Frank Norris’s story “A Deal in Wheat,” saying she hadn’t
understood why it was included on the syllabus until she started thinking of law as
protector—and the story as a cry for legal protection (or a safety net) for farmers.
The law as parent.
This discussion was the result of a decision I took last fall to reduce the importance of grades in my classes. By assuring the students that, if they did the reading and assigned writing, their grades would be fine—that I am not pitting them one
against the other through a curve or anything else—I established an atmosphere of
comfort in my classrooms that I have never before seen actualized (not in my own
classrooms, at least, not to this degree). And the students, it seems to me, have benefited.
‘Grade inflation be damned,’ I told myself as I started to revamp my approach
to teaching last fall. ‘I want students to enjoy learning and even coming to class.’
This did not work universally (nothing does), but even the students in what Ira Shor
calls “Siberia” (the back row) often seemed engaged.
I could never have managed this had my focus been on quantifiable outcomes
or relative measurement, perhaps the most depressing result in education of our mania for the scientific culture. A deliberate break with the adoration for numeric assessment allowed me to focus on what the humanities do well. Instead of making us
pretend scientists as many have (at least since the time of Snow), I am turning to
another model completely. My teaching is not bound by the syllabus (that’s only a
starting point); class goes where student interest takes it. I may gently herd discussion back toward the topics of the course, but I do not make the information I can
give into the centerpiece. Nor, beyond reading and writing and engagement with
ideas, do I try to force quantifiable accomplishment.
There’s something to be said, of course, for the mastery of information. Students should know the differences in time and location of the Civil War and Vietnam
and should be aware that Shakespeare did not write in Old English. But these are
things best internalized through the process of reading and writing, of listening and
talking. Memorizing ‘facts’ is not going to integrate the information into the
knowledge base an individual draws upon—as the generalized lack of command of
such information, for all of the testing and test preparation of the last few years,
shows.
The humanities assist students in developing worldviews that integrate information and opinion. Data, as a result of humanities-based learning, does not exist as
a thing in a silo but becomes a tool of diverse utility, a tool of thinking.
327

Ultimately, the only way we are going to restore parity to the two cultures (as
if it ever existed) is through refusing to be held to the standards of the scientists, if
we are the humanists. Theirs aren’t the only standards and are not even the correct
ones for all instances. The scientific method, after all, is only good as far as it goes.
And it does not go everywhere.

Student Agency
07/10/17
In the weeks after the Kent State killings in 1970, I grew increasingly perplexed and withdrawn. My campus—I was attending Utica College in upstate New
York—shut down and students seemed triumphant. Triumphant, that is, in the matter of standing for a moment on center stage. But I was unhappy.
For it wasn’t really “students” who were getting attention, only individual students. Along with the individual members of the faculty who were shepherding their
activities. People were using the tragedy for personal ends cloaked in somewhat
egalitarian rhetoric, an age-old practice but one that I, an eighteen-year-old college
freshman, did not have the experience to understand.
By the time another year rolled around, I had abandoned the progressive, antiwar movement. My beliefs had not changed: I remained as committed as ever to the
ideals I had first espoused years earlier. But I no longer trusted student and faculty
leaders—and they were the ones, from my position as an undergraduate, I needed
to be able to rely on.
Almost a decade later, as a new graduate student, I took a job as the editor of
a monthly tabloid for a university environmental organization. We ran mainly on
student fees, a “positive checkoff” on the bill for tuition and fees. Another organization was trying to get a foothold on campus, one of Ralph Nader’s Public Interest
Research Groups. It wanted a “negative checkoff” for it alone, arguing its activities
were for the benefit of all students, therefore, all students should pay unless they
actively decide not to. This was something of an “agency fee” such as unions rely
on. The problem was that the PIRG, coming from outside, had not been established
by the students the way a union is by its constituency. It was as though a union had
come in and, without a vote by the workers, claimed to represent the workers and,
therefore, should be paid by the workers. The argument revolved around what a
wonderful person Nader was—again, taking agency from the students and giving it
to a star.
There’s another side to this focus on the star: When I became a full-time academic something more than a decade ago, people like David Horowitz and Anne
Neal were attacking the faculty—by singling out what they determined were the
leftist stars and branding all of us with their so-called failings. This continues today
through outrages such as the Professor Watchlist and it even extends to students,
who are being tarred with the ‘snowflake’ sobriquet unfairly because a few ask for
consideration of individual needs.
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Part of all of this is a fault of our systems. Colleges are structured to give maximum support to their best students (even as they claim to provide service to the
weak). Honor societies, internships, and a panoply of other perks are available to
those students who give the schools what they want. The same is true for the faculty:
Its members are rewarded for meeting preconceived standards, given grants and
promotions for doing exactly what their elders desire. Both student and faculty stars
are held out as representatives of all the others (though none of the others gather
their rewards or live quite so highly). Though chosen for their successes, valedictorians are presented as the voices of students they, in fact, have little in common with.
In the classroom, we teachers tend to focus on those few students at the center
of the first few rows, the ones who already know how to earn their A. We are proudest of them (though most of them have simply learned how to manipulate us), of
students who are going to receive high grades no matter what we do—when we
really should be prouder of the flailing student who, with our help, gets it together
to earn a legitimate C. But we are never going to be rewarded for that.
Even the classroom is structured for stars. There’s an explicit meritocracy in
our educational structures.
Professionally, we honor as great teachers those with greatest success in creating high scholarly profiles—as if that transfers to the classroom. We think little of
community-college teachers, contingent hires and adjuncts and ignore their teaching
skills, impressive though they might be: They aren’t the real and important professors, the ‘master teachers’ of Harvard and Stanford. The meritocracy tells us that
those employed by prestigious research universities are inherently better than the
rest—and few of us are objecting.
Still, plenty of professors do attempt to combat the hierarchical nature of contemporary higher education—but their success has never been substantial. Having
students sit in a circle, the instructor in the same type of chair, may make it look like
an egalitarian process is going on, but the teacher still submits grades so still controls
the room. This isn’t what Paulo Freire was talking about. A ‘flipped classroom’ may
make it seem like the students can be more active while at school—but what it really
does is transfer passivity to home while affirming the inaccessibility and importance
of the star professor providing the video lecture.
The recent craze for universal ‘learning outcomes,’ instead of empowering students (and faculty, for that matter), further restricts student agency, making education not exploration but recitation. Freedom to go off on tangents disappears, along
with student control of their own education.
Any real revolution in education is going to have to involve disrupting restrictive structures and is going to have to start with students. But student generations
are as short as their generational memories. A real revolution takes time and planning—and most students have moved on to other things by the time they have developed the skills and knowledge that could make them effective agitators. Some
who are committed to change do manage to stay on within the system, transitioning
to faculty status through graduate work, but, no matter how fervent their beliefs and
stellar their ideals, they can no longer play the roles they once studied for. Plus, by
virtue of the very system they oppose, they were generally stars themselves with
very little understanding of the average student.
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I hear often of teachers who want to bring ‘social justice’ into their classrooms,
empowering students. However noble this goal may be, their methodology (along
with the institutions they are acting within) undercuts them. Instead of engendering
‘social justice,’ they end up imposing it, creating what sometimes appears to be a
new tyranny—especially to those students who see their own (often unexamined)
status eroding. Worse: Because they are not ‘of’ the students, the behavior of these
faculty members becomes akin to that of the neocolonial do-gooder, providing a
new burden rather than real support.
What we on the faculty can do is to start providing the institutional memory
students lack, teaching the history of student struggle, the language of past debates,
the politics behind their successes and failures. We can give the students resources
through the classes they take (especially in the humanities—one of the reasons so
many on the right fear the humanities) but their actions must be theirs alone. We
can’t even attempt to play shepherd; students have to combat the wolves around
them themselves.
Teach, then, and teach even the worst student. Don’t lead and don’t protect.
Anything else is often patronizing and is generally a continuation of a system that
leaves most people behind.
Of course, it’s not quite so simple: How can we teach students who haven’t
enough to eat, who are homeless, who are in abusive relationships? The list of obstacles is extensive. In our roles as citizens, we should be fighting to create safe
spaces in which education can take place, alleviating these problems as best we can;
in our roles as teachers, however, we should first be teaching student agency, the
ability to take control of one’s own education—and then of one’s life.
A naïve view? Perhaps. But that doesn’t make it any less necessary.

On Stars and What They Eat
07/12/17
The other day, in a post on student agency, I complained again about the ersatz
meritocracy of our star system of education. I tend to focus my attention in this area
more on the classroom itself, where the best students get the most attention and
support, though I do mention that the same tends to be the situation for faculty.
Curiously, in terms of timing, in an interview published 07/12/17 with Scott Jaschik
of InsideHigherEd, John Smyth, author of the new book (which I hadn’t heard of)
The Toxic University: Zombie Leadership, Academic Rock Stars and Neoliberal Ideology, takes my limited thoughts further:
Academic superstars are seen as important emblems
with which universities can sustain the myth that the competitive way is working, that some institutions and departments
are top dogs, and that hierarchies are the evidence that the
market does indeed sort things out. Recruiting and
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constructing superstars is also a backdoor way of blaming
those deemed not to have made it, and to make it look as if
success has to do with personal attributes and the application
of effort, while conveniently ignoring the structural conditions
necessary for success as an academic…. In other words, constructing superstars, who are given privileges unimagined by
rank-and-file academics, shifts the blame onto individuals
while allowing austerity measures to be implemented with little room for opposition.
The same applies to how students are too often treated: We create stars and
then blame the rest for not attaining that status, for not taking advantage of whatever
possibilities are available—so begin to limit those possibilities.
The ersatz meritocracy creates itself out of money and imagination, money it
gains through a variety of ways from inheritance to hard work to crime, and a vision
it creates out of its own self-congratulations. It then imposes barriers for others,
making real the difficult task of joining it. Some of these, according to David Brooks
in an odd column, “How We Are Ruining America,” in The New York Times
07/11/17, are structural, others cultural.
A lot of people have taken Brooks to task since his column appeared yesterday,
not least because of a strange anecdote about going to lunch with a friend who has
“only a high school degree.” Italian sandwiches panicked her, so they “ate Mexican.” What this has to do with barriers, structural or cultural, is never made clear.
Writing for Salon, Erin Keane, in “How David Brooks is ruining America (and
George Will isn't helping, either)” (07/12/17) comments:
The secret, which I’m happy to share with David Brooks
over lunch as long as he’s buying, is that true cultural barriers
can’t be separated from structural barriers. They are intimates; often, they feed off one another.
She’s right. You can’t address one without addressing the other, and neither
can be understood through cuisine.
My composition students laughed when I shared Brooks’ column with them
this morning, laughed particularly at the dining anecdote. That led to a spirited discussion of food and how it can be a starting point for writing about culture (though
in ways quite different from what Brooks must have been contemplating). One Mexican student said that he had not tried one Mexican restaurant I mentioned for two
reasons: First, he can get better at home and, second, its name (“Cinco de Mayo”)
is too much a cliché, making him think that the food is likely as boring as the name.
None of my students (few, if any, from the upper middle classes) could think of
anything problematic about the Italian foods that Brooks imagined his friend found
threatening (“soppresatta”). This is Brooklyn, after all. We had a spirited discussion
that included back-and-forths on the palatability of grits and scrapple and whether
cornbread should be cooked with sugar. My students showed that they know food
and the variety of cuisines better, probably, than Brooks does. They talked of Cuban/Chinese fusion, of passion for barbeque, of where to find the best Thai food in
a city that is largely ignorant of the fine points of that cuisine and of the breakfast
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storefronts where the eggs are always done to the perfection of each customer’s
order.
Eating well is not necessarily an upper-middle-class prerogative. Many poorer
people understand “fancy” foods even if they cannot afford to eat them every day—
and may understand how to eat better than Brooks probably does—while sticking
to a budget.
The unsaid heart of Brooks’ argument is that we should stop worrying about
structural impediments to advancement and start concerning ourselves with the cultural. Just teach people how to approach foods they’ve never tasted and our problems will be solved!
If he would accompany any of my students to lunch (letting them choose the
venue), he might learn something.
And which would be the star?

Faculty and Student Retention
10/30/19
Second-semester students come into their classrooms as jaded veterans knowing exactly what their status is. They know that the teachers of their core curriculum
courses (normally, all that they are taking, this year) are, for the most part, either
untried graduate students, adjuncts so harried they have no time for their students,
first-year probationers, or burned-out cases whose upper-level offerings are studiously avoided. The students know that nobody on the faculty is really interested in
teaching their courses or is interested in them—and won’t be, not until they reach
their third or fourth year and are embarked on a major.
Even their advisement, at this early point in their college careers, is often removed from the faculty—and will be, until they are firmly enfolded in that major.
Faculty offices, after all, when faculty have them (ask an adjunct about that), are
intimidating places, almost as though designed to keep students away. Computer
screens and piles of books take precedence over the little chair, often having to be
cleared off, offered to the student. There are signs of work everywhere, making the
humble undergraduate feel like an intruder impinging on august undertakings.
Or, in an adjunct warren, people are running in and out, students and teachers,
everyone looking rushed and harried. There is no space for a real discussion or honest confession. No time to explain to the teacher ‘just why.’ The professor is likely
packing up, anyway, ready to head for another campus and a different class.
*****
One of the biggest rallying cries of college administrators today is “Retention!” They put forward all sorts of programs to keep students from dropping out,
developing support programs and hiring counselors and conducting surveys. None
of this adding to the bureaucracy, however, addresses the core problem: Aside from
the catastrophes of non-campus life, the main reason students drop out is that they
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have been abandoned in the classroom. No amount of external support can counter
that.
Only faculty can.
But doing that demands a real change in faculty culture and a type of selfexamination we are loath to undertake.
First, we need to start giving respect to the teaching of required lower-level
courses. Too many of us feel we are wasting valuable skills when instructing any
but graduate students or, maybe, upper-level undergraduates. ‘Anyone’ can teach
the introductory courses; few can handle the specializations. We can change that,
and we should.
Second, we must start being proud of all of our students, not just those few in
the front row. This means, too, that we stop segregating students into honors programs (where students get special attention as well as special reward) and start paying equal attention to even that student hunched in the back row who clearly doesn’t
want to be there. This means reaching students who are avoiding us, not by humiliating them or putting them on the spot in some fashion, but by finding ways of
talking with them on their terms and on their ground.
This also means developing much more collaborative support for teaching, including even the most senior of us in group-led development circles where we can
talk with each other about classroom events and even visit, in a non-evaluative role,
each others’ classrooms. This means that we all make sure we teach lower-level
classes each semester, never reserving ourselves exclusively for only advanced students.
This means arguing forcefully against those who turn up their noses when we
enthuse about the joys and challenges of teaching first-year students (which are real,
in case you haven’t done it in a while). It means reversing attitudes that assume we
are somehow making poor use of our years of study by instructing students whose
level is far below our exalted status, as though there are plenty of others not as advanced as we who can adequately do that job. This means recognizing that we can
bring our specializations into first-year classrooms, making us even more valuable
there than we might be when shepherding the most advanced post-docs in our fields.
This means giving high status in hiring, reappointment, promotion, and tenure processes to those making the greatest impact upon core courses in their teaching and
even in their scholarship.
*****
The split between administrators and faculty has become so profound that administrators avoid mention of faculty culture as they try to address problems of retention, hoping against hope that ‘support’ will do what faculty aren’t—looking to
the needs of all students from all levels in every department. That doesn’t mean
administrators are blameless for contemporary retention problems—they are not. It
is they who have promoted a situation where most core classes on many campuses
are taught by adjuncts or contingent hires and who promote as ‘top’ faculty those
who bring in grants or gain notice in the media. They have contributed even more
to the problem and in ways pointless to be enumerated here; it is useless, though, to
simply blame administrators and wash our faculty hands of the situation when we
can do something about it.
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What we can do at the beginning is simple: Start by asking, each semester, to
teach a first-year class. Then be proud of what you are doing there. The impact can
be greater than in any other teaching any of us will ever do.
And student retention–if we are as good at what we do as we think we are–will
improve.
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Teaching
Teaching requires direct interaction between student and professor to be at its
most effective. Yes, it can happen successfully through interfaces such as books, the
mail, the telephone, the radio, the television and the newer digital tools, but these
are best used in conjunction with face-to-face instruction.
When we in higher education forget that, we sign not only the death warrant
to our profession but to education in general.

On the Teaching of Writing, No. 1
10/03/06
Though most of my training is in literature, I’ve become more and more interested, over the years, in writing and writing pedagogy. This started back in grad
school, when I worked for a bit in Lou Kelly’s writing lab at the University of
Iowa—where I was introduced to the likes of Mina Shaughnessy, James Britten,
Peter Elbow, and many of the others developing new ways of teaching writing in
the 1970s. After my four years in Africa in the late 1980s, I taught part time for a
bit at Long Island University, where Deborah Mutnick introduced me to the work
of David Bartholomae. I quickly lost interest in teaching, though, and turned my
attention to building and running a café and a gift store.
By the time I returned to teaching, about a decade later, I assumed that the
methodologies that were being developed in decades past had come to be standards—that the teaching of writing had evolved, and that I would find myself entering
a whole new world of writing pedagogy.
Of course, I was wrong. If anything, by the early years of this decade, much
(not all, fortunately) of the teaching of writing had slid backwards into grammarbased pedagogy, had become dominated by a new breed of Comp/Rhet PhDs who
are more interested in theory about classroom teaching than in actual classroom
teaching, or are mired in strategies—like Ken Bruffee’s small groups—which had
worked well with an earlier generation of students but were not meeting the needs
of a new generation in their old configurations. Not only that, but there was a new
emphasis on testing that was turning the teaching of writing into the teaching of
puzzle solving, of how to put the right pieces in exactly the right places.
Now that I have been back in this dodge for a couple of years, I’m beginning
to feel that I know my way around again. I’ve even come to terms with a few of the
changes: no matter how little I like them, for example, I accept that standardized
writing exams are here to stay. Some of them aren’t even all that bad. In fact, the
City University of New York (where I teach) uses both one of the worst and one of
the best. One entrance to the basic Composition class is through the CUNY-ACT
test, an exam based on the five-paragraph theme with a grading rubric that emphasizes making a point, organizing an argument, elaborating on that argument, and
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mechanics. It’s a horrible test that focuses the student on the piece of paper and not
on communication. On the other hand, the CUNY Proficiency Exam (CPE) that all
students must pass to continue after their sophomore year, is actually a useful exam.
For it, students are asked to respond to two pieces of writing, one they take home (a
longer one) and one given to them in the second test session. For the first session,
they are expected to write a summary of the essay they had earlier taken home. For
that second session, they are expected to use the two articles together in an essay.
Both of these had disappeared by the end of the second decade of the 21st century.
Standardized writing tests, then, though they are generally not very useful,
aren’t necessarily bad things. Just most of them are. I’ve learned, though, that I can
live with even the bad exams, as long as I remember to make sure that students don’t
see the type of writing they are doing as addressing that piece of paper (or a machine) but an honest-to-God person.
With that in mind, I no longer talk about the five-paragraph theme (in classes
where I am preparing students for the CUNY-ACT exam) as consisting of an introduction, a body, and a conclusion. Wanting students to think in terms of their audience while they are writing, I have re-named the first two parts, calling them “contact” and “convince,” both words that carry within them a sense of audience, of
other, that “introduction” and “body” lack. This also gives me a nice little mnemonic, three words all beginning in “con.”
In fact, emphasis on “contact,” on audience, has become the touchstone of
much of my pedagogy. If we’re not writing for somebody—or to somebody—just
what are we doing when putting fingers to keyboards? Some of us, once we have
reached a certain level of ease, are able to write for the pleasure of it or simply for
ourselves, but most people cannot do that—and have no reason to. I even see grammar in terms of “contact”: the only reason to use “good” grammar is to facilitate
communication, to make it easier for the audience to understand the writer as precisely as possible.
My focus on audience has a long history, going back to my childhood as the
son of a “radical behaviorist” follower of B.F. Skinner. Skinner’s basic stimulus/response model was something I was aware of even in junior high; in graduate school,
I read his Verbal Behavior and started to understand writing itself as a dynamic
represented by an S/R continuum.
It is from Skinner that I developed my concern that much of what we do is ask
students to talk to a piece of paper rather than to another person. We focus on what
is on that paper, sometimes to the detriment of the ultimate purpose of the writing—
communication, providing a stimulus that elicits a response that either reinforces
our writing (success at communication) or shows us that we need to try something
different.
This concern has led me to begin to use blogs in my classroom. Through their
blogs, students see much more clearly that they are involved in something more than
designing a problem-free page. They start to take pride not only in their presentation
but in the conversations they spark....
Enough. If I don't stop now, I will go on far too long for one post.
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And, after all, this is my first blog entry on writing pedagogy. I’ve done what
I wanted, have provided an overview of a few of my current concerns—along with
a bit on what I am doing these days.
My plan, for this occasional series on the teaching of writing, is to focus on
meeting the needs of developing writers and on how Verbal Behavior can be used
to provide what may be a new and effective way of examining the writing process.
If what I have written so far seems at all of interest, check back every week or so
and see what I’m about.
We’ll then see how it goes.

On the Teaching of Writing, No. 2
10/06/06
An email response to my post earlier this week on the teaching of writing got
me thinking about the relation between the teaching of basic writing, in particular,
and the Habermasian public sphere. No, that’s not quite true: it got me thinking
more.
The book I recently completed, though not dealing directly with basic writing,
has a great deal to do with both the public sphere and changes within it, especially
as they relate to the written word. The book, right now, is called The Rise of the
Blogosphere: Backgrounds in American Journalism and it should appear from Praeger in the early part of next year. In it, I try to detail the constriction of the public
sphere through the commercialization and professionalization of journalism in the
United States over the past century-and-a-half. This constriction led to the growth
of both anger and a sense of powerlessness on the part of the American public in
regards to the news media–and these, in turn, are part of what led to the tremendous
blog explosion of the past few years.
People want to write to communicate their views. Yet many feel they cannot.
For some, it’s a sense that the professionals have taken over, leaving no room for
the average person. For others, they simply do not feel that they have the tools to
communicate effectively. The first of these two groups have taken to the blogs. The
second are often our students in basic writing classes.
Years ago, close to the time I left teaching (for what I thought was forever), I
was working with a group of students who were preparing for first-year composition
and completion of their GEDs. The students were fairly typical basic-writers–bright
enough, but lacking in classroom confidence and mechanical skills. When I could
get them to forget where they were, wonderful discussions–even arguments–ensued.
But I was having difficulty getting them to transfer their thoughts to paper in anything but the most constricted form.
About halfway through the semester, I decided to take one writing from each
student, edit it for mechanical problems, and place it within a newsletter I created.
As a former printer and compositor–and as one who had designed various publications–I knew I could present the newsletter in a way that the students would see as
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“professional.” Because the students did not know they would appear, I kept their
names out of it.
When I handed out the newsletter, I said nothing about it, simply sat back and
let the students read. They started to recognize the stories fairly quickly (we did a
lot of sharing in class). A buzz began to grow, as they associated work they were
reading with the authors–and discovered their own contributions.
From that point on, that class was a breeze, and a joy to teach. The students
had seen that they could enter into a “public” sphere and succeed–that they could
write well and get others to respond.
“Get others to respond.” That, I’ve found (now that I’ve returned to teaching),
is the key. Make them feel empowered, as they say, within whatever sphere they are
writing for, and students will produce. If they feel someone is listening, taking seriously what they are saying (and not worrying so much about the “alots” and “definatelys”), their confidence begins to grow and they begin to write even more.
Time passes and technology changes, of course, and I no longer use newsletters in my classes (I never did use them for every class–each situation, of course,
requiring a unique strategy). Instead, I learned to use blogs to the same purpose.
Oftentimes, I use a little bit of deceit, a minor version of tossing someone into the
deep end and forcing them to swim: I tell the students to give the url of their blogs
to their friends and family without reminding them that they are now writing in
public, and will have to accept responsibility for everything they post. That, by the
way, is one of the reasons (or so I believe, with the fact that they are graded on their
blogs being another) that I find little chat shorthand in their blog entries.
With the professionalization of the media has come a feeling on the part of
many, especially those lacking confidence in their writing skills, that they are not
welcome to participate in the greater public debates–that all they can do is watch.
That their only participation comes as an either/or in the voting booth. The trend
toward this was chronicled as far back as the 1920s by Walter Lippmann, who felt
that it should be so, that most people are not equipped to deal with the nuances of
policy and that the educated elite should present choices only as simple dichotomies.
As for myself, as for most teachers of basic writing, there’s something inherently undemocratic about Lippmann’s attitude. We’re much more in line with John
Dewey, who felt that life-long education and participation in the political discussions were cornerstones to the success of any democracy. Rather than telling people
about issues, we want to involve them in the debate on those issues–and at a far
more integral level than simply making a choice in a voting booth.
The “basic” in basic writing is more than simply an evaluation of student skills.
It implies a certain assumed base level for participation in American society, a base
everyone should have, one that allows them to participate fully in the public sphere.
The teaching of basic writing, then, has an inherent political aspect. It is antielitist, coming down heavily on the Dewey side of that Dewey/Lippmann debate. It
is “liberal” on a fundamental level, for its task is to expand the public sphere, to
bring in those who have been excluded.
In this field in particular (to return to one of my favorite hobby-horses), the
ratio of liberals to conservatives is probably much higher than the numbers that
“scare” David Horowitz so in his campaign against academia. Horowitz focuses on
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such things as Women’s Studies departments for his ire, saying they shouldn’t be
part of academia at all. I don’t think he would dare attack basic-writing programs,
however, even though they are ultimately much more “subversive” (from his point
of view) than the “radical feminists” ever will be. That would make his elitist goals
all to apparent, and he doesn't want that (right now).
The goal of basic writing is much more overtly political than the goal of any
other particular teaching endeavor, for the teacher of basic writing is attempting to
alter the public sphere by changing its composition, by bringing more people into it
and with greater ability to participate.
If Horowitz ever succeeds in his attempts to bring political control not only
directly into classrooms but into wider academic decision-making, you can bet that
basic-writing programs will start to disappear. The smokescreen of “individual responsibility” will be used, leaving only the occasional student from outside the middle and upper classes in our colleges. The philosophy of John Dewey will quickly
become only a memory.
Separate politics from the classroom? In basic writing, certainly, it can’t be
done.

"Correcting" Freshman Composition
05/09/07
As any teacher does, I'm always looking for ways to improve my pedagogy,
especially in the areas that interest me most—including freshman composition. So
I was interested to read a “study” called “English 101: Prologue to Literacy or Postmodern Moonshine” and produced by Nan Miller for the John William Pope Center
for Higher Education—even though I had never heard of this center. The first thing
I looked for was suggestion for improvement. Sure enough, ‘corrective’ measures’
are provided:
Miller writes (my comments are underlined):
Only a college administrator can ask a writing program
director to put freshman composition back on track by
1.

leaving the “discourse methodology” of the sciences and social sciences to experts in the sciences and social sciences, As writing is a means
of discourse, this makes no sense. That’s even
worse than asking a mechanic to leave automotive theory to the engineers and just stick to fixing cars. Theory and practice are inextricably
linked; “methodology” and practice are even
more so.
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2.

granting instructors latitude to select texts that
suit their particular gifts, Yes and no. Most
places do allow instructors that choice, merely
offering a standard. Thing is, with so many adjuncts and other contingent hires teaching (and
with little chance of providing close supervision, given the dearth of permanent faculty),
anything that can help produce a standard outcome needs to be used. The question isn’t one
of allowing instructors latitude but of increasing tenured and tenure-track faculty who can be
more carefully embedded into the particular
university’s system.

3.

insisting that instructors use class time teaching writing strategies and pointing out how
professional writers employ them, rather than
having students work in groups, I must have
missed something: I did not understand it was
an either/or. Though I am not a big one for
small groups, I understand their value and utilize them towards a number of ends, including
development of an understanding of audience
(by writing to each other), learning copyediting
skills, and building a tool chest of “pre-writing” strategies. Also, writing itself isn’t a matter of “strategies”—they as simply individual
tools to help the writer get to the main task of
communicating with an audience. When we talk
of “writing strategies” alone, we are removing
the act of writing from its conversational dynamic. This is appropriate for professional
writers and more advanced student writers, but
it does little for “freshman composition” students, most of whom need to learn, first, that
writing is much more than words on a page.

4.

reminding instructors that using technology in
class is no substitute for lively instruction,
Technology is no bar to lively instruction, either. There’s no either/or here, so what’s the
point of the comment?

5.

urging instructors to incorporate daily quizzes
or online postings that hold students accountable for the assigned reading, When the class is
larger than it really should be—perhaps 12 to
14 students—it certainly is often necessary to

use some device or another to make sure students keep current with their reading. It would
make more sense to try to reduce class sizes,
however, than concentrating on stop-gap methods like these.
6.

endowing instructors with absolute authority
and providing strong backup when students
challenge that authority, Sorry, but I want my
students to challenge my authority. Writing is a
process of struggle to get one’s own point
across, not to parrot that of another.

7.

requiring instructors to schedule at least two
conferences with each student during the
course of the semester and encouraging them to
meet with students on a regular basis, Here,
again, it would be better to lobby for smaller
classes. Individual conferences, for the most
part, are simply an attempt to find a substitute
for the close instruction possible in a small
class. As most every writing teacher does meet
individually with her or his students, this isn’t
even much of a suggestion.

8.

assigning instructors no more than two sections
of freshman English per semester, so that they
can make time to grade papers carefully and
meet with students outside of class, Though I
know there are a few places that have people
teaching heavier loads of freshman English, I
have no experience of them. The places where I
have taught do keep it to two or fewer. Again,
this doesn’t go even one step beyond what is
now done in most cases.

9.

requiring that essays be graded by instructors
whose comments address an identifiable
writer—not an anonymous piece of writing—
and who routinely hand papers back during the
next class period. Here, again, the “college administrator” would better spend his or her time
fighting to reduce class size. Like many of the
other suggestions here, this addresses a problem that will never be completely resolved until
the financial constrictions leading to overlarge classes are eased. Until such a time, all
such suggestions, however effective they may
341

be, and how needed in the short term, are
merely stop-gap.
10. requiring instructors to design a systematic review of grammar—making use of handbook exercises, online tutorials, and writing center
workshops in preparation for a departmental
test that all students must pass at mid-semester,
I have yet to see a grammar test that makes students better writers. It makes much more sense
to teach grammar through the revision and
copy-editing process, when the communicative
aspect of writing is still evident. As we often see
with ESL students, grasp of grammar rules (and
the ability to complete grammar exercises) has
little relationship to the quality of a student’s
writing.
11. administering a departmental writing test at semester’s end (departmental tests provide an excellent measure of teacher competence as well),
I have no problem with a test general to the department but using the results of those tests to
judge teacher competence scares me. The assumption is that all students start at the same
place and with the same skills is unwarranted—
and teachers who know they are going to be
judged on the success of their students will,
consciously or not, weed out their weaker students. Here again, though, smaller class size
would be a preferred solution.
12. reinstating essay assignments that pique the imagination, e.g., narrative and descriptive essays, At the basic level of freshman English,
concentration needs to be on communication,
on developing something to say to someone
else, and not so much on imagination. That will
come, but the ability to communicate precedes
it. We need to start where the students are, find
what is already in them that they wish to say,
and teach them how to say it through writing.
This process can lead to flights of imagination
and to narrative and descriptive essays—but
communication is the goal.
13. suggesting that faculty who write or talk about
composition read what Aristotle said about
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clarity—in Book III, Chapter 2 of On Rhetoric:
A writer must disguise his art and give the impression of speaking naturally and not artificially…. Strange words, compound words, and
invented words must be used sparingly and on
few occasions…. A good writer can produce a
style that is distinguished without being obtrusive and is at the same time clear. Clarity is, of
course, what students aim for when they finally
realize that what they are doing is attempting to
communicate. We don’t need Miller—or even
Aristotle—to tell us that.
14. requiring a two-semester sequence in freshman
composition and allowing instructors to include some literature in the introductory course
if they wish. For example, instructors could
choose an all-essay text like the Norton Anthology, which is organized around themes, but
also assign fiction and poetry that treat the
same themes. Or instructors could choose a
freshman text such as Literature and Ourselves,
which organizes both fiction and nonfiction
around themes. Am I beginning to detect some
padding here? Like many of Miller’s suggestions, this is pretty much what most of us do
right now. And I don’t know anyone who would
argue against expanding freshman composition
to two semesters in those places where it hasn’t
already happened.
15. designing a second semester course around
great works. Ideally, the course would resemble
David Denby’s Adventures with Homer, Rousseau, Woolf, and Other Indestructible Writers
of the Western World, better known as the 1996
New York Times best seller Great Books. But
program directors could design a far less ambitious course that would engage students in
challenging reading, lively class discussion,
and perceptive writing. Shoot, I could (and
have) design a second-semester course around
books that became movies. Others do it around
philosophies. The possibilities, as they say, are
endless. The point is to have a topic that enthuses the instructor, so that the instructor can
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show genuine passion and, perhaps, pass it on
to the students.
‘Nuff said. There’s little weight and nothing new in any of this. I was disappointed when I finished the list.
This study, by the way, seems to be another of those “studies,” like the ones
conducted by David Horowitz or the American Council of Trustees and Alumni,
that relies primarily on syllabi, positing that the syllabus is an accurate encapsulation
of the course. A good portion of the sixty pages is given over to reproductions of
syllabi, at least.

“Fallacies” About Freshman Composition
05/14/07
Nan Miller’s “study” for the John William Pope Center for Higher Education
Policy presents six “fallacies” about freshman composition. I’d like to take this opportunity to comment on them:
Fallacy 1: The purpose of English 101 in “to empower writers to membership in various discourse communities.” I’ll admit, the quote Miller chooses here
is poorly worded. Empower to membership? Hmmm. Miller interprets this to mean
that students are asked to learn new languages rather than to simply write clearly.
She quotes Peter Elbow at length on the reasons for concentrating on clear writing
and implies that what Ericka Lindemann, in the phrase she quotes, is saying is that
we should be teaching jargon, what she calls “academic discourse.” Thing is, she is
creating an opposition where one has never existed.
Even when we try to move our students into a position of comfort within academic structures (and most of them need that—few really understand the demands
of college before they get there, and freshman composition is the one class all of
them take where they can be taught to be students as they master the subject matter),
we are (for the most part) also trying to teach them to write clearly and simply. There
is no “either/or” here; the two tasks are not at loggerheads, as Miller seems to think.
Fallacy 2: The best way to ensure quality instruction in English 101 is to
hire instructors who are trained in composition theory. Here again, Miller presents a simplistic “either/or”: “To train all prospective writing teachers in composition theory and research rather than in great writing would be to suppress talent,
invention, and a passion for the written word.” Gee! I guess I have had all joy
“trained” out of me! And, because I have a background in composition theory
(though not in the classroom), I’ve had to sacrifice any reading I might have done
of “great writing.”
Fallacy 3: “The use of isolated grammar and usage exercises not supported by theory and research is a deterrent to the improvement of students’
speaking and writing.” The quote is from an NCTE resolution. Darn it! Another
“either/or”: either we teach exercises, or we don’t teach grammar at all! Most
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teachers of composition integrate grammar into the process of revision and copyediting, but that does not mean we ignore it, simply that we know, as the NCTE resolution asserts, that exercises in grammar to not create writing that is grammatically
correct.
Fallacy 4: A “student centered” class provides the best format for “the
making of knowledge.” Well, lecturing about writing never did make the listeners
better writers. Only writing can do that. The task we face is of getting students to
see writing as communication, as something more than marks on a page made to
please a teacher. To communicate, one first needs to develop something to say,
someone to say it to, and then the means of expressing it well. All of these are part
of freshman composition—and all are necessarily student centered.
Fallacy 5: If composition theorists talk about writing in the language they
themselves have invented, no one will notice that their mission in English 101
has more to do with promoting theorist ideology than it does with promoting
literacy. Here, Miller takes after James Berlin, mistaking his “conversation” with
teachers of composition for “conversation” with those outside. Sometimes, a specialized utilization of language is warranted—certainly when the conversation is
among specialists. But teachers of writing have never exclusively talked or written
in jargon. In fact, most of us try to write clearly and for all audiences, recognizing
the importance of what we are doing to many outside of our specialty. Even if that
were not the case, however, what Miller presents here is a subjective view of “mission” that has more to do with her own political stance than it does with the actuality
of classroom practice.
Fallacy 6: “Freshman composition: No Place for Literature.” Personally, I
don’t restrict my choices of texts by category. In fact, I think Miller is creating a
straw man here. Her justification for saying we believe this is that we concentrate
on discourse—another “either/or.”
The essential problem with Miller’s “study” is that it is not based on observation of actual classroom practice but on a cursory examination of a little of the literature on freshman composition. Most of us who teach composition understand that
our debates in writing are distinct from our actions in the classroom, though they do
influence them. The classroom is the center, however, and it is there that any discussion of the teaching of composition should start.
Nothing at all in Miller’s “study” helps in the classroom at all. Nothing.

Why I Teach
01/23/08
When I was in Peace Corps, I taught farmers the rudiments of using oxen for
plowing. I did this at an instruction center in the north of the West African nation of
Togo. It was a complicated task: Aside from the actual plowing, the farmers had to
learn to 1) use the tools needed for maintaining their plows and other equipment, 2)
to house and care for large animals, and 3) how to grow and store appropriate feed.
345

They also needed to learn rudimentary bookkeeping. They were entering into a monetary economy they had rarely experienced—they had to borrow from the government to buy the oxen, the equipment, fertilizer (no matter what you do, cotton is
hard on the soil), and even pesticide. They would be embarking on cash-crop farming (as opposed to the primarily subsistence pattern of their past) to pay back the
loan.
At first, I saw nothing wrong with this. After all, I was teaching them how to
complete specific tasks, each one of which could be of value, especially as it became
harder and harder to support a family through traditional farming methods (population growth, deforestation, and desertification were ensuring that). The skills gained,
I rationalized, would always stand the farmers in good stead.
By the time my second year started, though, I had withdrawn from all but minimal duties at the center, focusing instead on my secondary project, developing a
tree nursery for hedgerows (a reforestation, soil preservation project).
Why? What was wrong with what I had been teaching the farmers?
Well, I had begun to feel I was teaching them into poverty, not out of it. And
I did not like that.
The costs of the new ways of farming were so high that the farmers were having to take land away from the crops that fed their families, meaning that they had
to start buying food. Which meant that they had to plant even more cotton than they
had before. It also meant that they were putting more stress on the land, unable to
rotate crops appropriately or let their fields lie fallow ever seventh year. And it
placed them at the mercy of market forces well beyond their control. They may have
had new skills, but they were facing a poverty that could prove more severe than
anything they had previously experienced—a poverty that could (through their
debt), eventually, remove them from the land completely. Remember that old Frank
Norris story, “A Deal in Wheat”? That's where these farmers were heading.
What I was seeing brought home to me, more than anything else ever had, the
fact that education needs to be more than simply skills acquisition if it is going to
be truly effective as a means for moving people out of poverty. There has to be a
cultural goal for the education, something that can benefit the entire village, city, or
country.
If it is going to be a means for anything at all.
Also, skills, if not providing benefit for the individual locally, lead the skilled
to leave. Just look at the migratory patterns today. The very people whose skills
seem most able to help their home communities are leaving. They are going to places
where the value of their skills has already been established and evidenced through
adequate compensation.
The only way I learned about the problems of Togolese farmers was through
working with them, through teaching and watching, through talking and listening. I
also learned that the only way to be of real help in the developing world is through
following the lead of the people I am trying to aid, through then helping build a
platform of local support for new skills. That hedgerow project? I started it because
one man in the village was already planting hedgerows. He and I talked over how
to expand, and he suggested getting his grandsons involved, that I teach them how
to handle seedlings.
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The project cost very little and, when I returned five years later, the little
nursery was still there, though the grandsons were using it for vegetables instead of
trees. They had planted the trees, though, and were still doing hedgerows, too—
though not so ambitiously. They had, however, gained skill in working with plants
that they were continuing to use—and to make money from locally.
By listening rather than simply telling, rather than coming in with my own
agenda, my own ideas, I had (at least) done no damage, and may even have accomplished just the littlest bit, allowing skills do develop within a milieu that could support those particular skills. A small step, yes. But it may allow those grandsons to
stay in the area and continue to learn and develop rather than, as many of their contemporaries, wandering to the city from lack of opportunity at home.
Soon, not surprisingly, I found I was viewing teaching in a new way: Learn
about your students and their environment, then use what you know about them to
teach them—not just the skills you have brought in, but the place those skills can
have in the community.
This, I liked.
Still, I didn't want to be a teacher anymore.
When I returned from Africa, I did teach for a bit, but neither high schools nor
colleges held much attraction (and I tried both). I tried to transfer what I had learned
to the American classroom, but I couldn't find enthusiasm for what I was doing.
I couldn't find a real role for me, outside of keeping order and providing evaluation. What I wanted was for the students to take control of their own learning, the
thing I had found the only effective way in Togo, leaving me to point them to the
appropriate tools and the means for learning to use them.
But I found, back home, that doing that was boring, and I wanted to have fun.
Besides, it only really worked for motivated students—just as development projects
only work when the motivation precedes the aid worker.
So, I left teaching for most of a decade, only returning to it (and then just part
time for the first three years) seven years ago.
When I entered the classroom again, something was different. Though I still
wanted to facilitate what my students could do, I found I was trying to do this in
ways I had never before considered. Without understanding why or how, I was attempting to motivate my students, not simply facilitate their learning.
Now, this is a task that would not have been appropriate in my role as a Peace
Corps Volunteer. Effective (that is, lasting) motivation needs to come through those
invested in the situation. It is something that needs to be done at home, and not for
another culture.
As an American, I was (and am) upset by the direction of my country. I want
to change that, and the only way I can successfully do so is by motivating others to
join me in working to turn this Titanic around. This motivated me to do something
other than I had before: Share, and not simply instruct. Share in a way I never could
as an outsider in Africa.
That does not mean I now need to (or would want to) indoctrinate my students.
Just the opposite.
Because I am invested in the idea of listening to my students and starting where
they “are,” I don't lay out a life course for them, but still do facilitate their learning
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rather than trying to control it. What I want to do today (and what I had not done
before) is share with them the enthusiasm for learning, for exploration, for discovery, that I have developed over a lifetime of wandering and wondering. I want to
imbue my students with the optimism I feel—the belief I share with Thoreau that
the sun is a morning star, that the day is always unfolding. Then, enthused by possibility, they can take control of their own education, even turning their enthusiasm
to personal gain.
And why do I do that?
I love the country I live in and the exploration I am making, and that leads me,
like all enthusiasts, to want to share.
And that, ultimately, is why I teach.

Can We Educate Ourselves to Educate?
10/23/10
David Horowitz rails against the 'indoctrination' of American students by radical leftist professors. He isn't the only one—it's quite common to hear how universities are subverting the beliefs of youth. Problem is, it ain't happening; even if some
try it (debatable), they have proven incompetent. The radical professors have been
in place since the sixties. If, in fifty years, they haven't managed to shift America to
the left, they aren't going to manage it now.
That doesn't mean that our universities are shining examples of learning and
productivity. Or that they are preparing American youth to effectively draw on the
best of its past for a stronger future. They have their weaknesses. It's just that they
aren't the ones Horowitz manufactures.
In his Times piece on 12/20/10, “We’re All Conservatives Now’ Stanley Fish
unwittingly pointed out one of these core problems: We're turning to the Enlightenment of the 18th century for our vision of education and not to the needs and possibilities of our own age. This is as useful as it would have been in 1720 to look to the
University of Paris of 1400 for guidance on how to structure the newly renamed and
changing Yale College. Sure, there's always something to learn from the past, but
the new world sparked by Gutenberg and vigorous European exploration and by
resurgent science and philosophy (not to mention looming industrialization) were
changing not only the needs to be met by education but the very nature of the pupil.
Even then, there were plenty of people who looked back to a style of education
that had outlived its usefulness. It would take at least another century and a half,
really (in America, at least), for the 'modern' university to emerge—but it did, and
it reflected new possibilities and possessed new vigor.
Whatever their remaining strengths, contemporary universities have lost that
vigor, and they explore new possibilities only insofar as they relate to the business
models of the private sector. If they look back to Kant, as Fish claims, they also
stare admiringly at old structures of consumption, equating what they are doing with
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the way products were once made for choices in the marketplace, education becoming something bought and sold, the student merely consumer.
Even in this, they are behind the curve. The economic model they are using for
redesign is rapidly being cast off today, as savvy corporations are realizing that the
money's no longer in the simple transactions of buying and selling, but in development of connectivities that might even include constantly giving product away or
involving consumers themselves in product design or working with consumers to
educate both seller and buyer towards creation and utilization of a more effective
product. These are not new concepts, of course, but they have become many times
more powerful as a result of digital possibilities than ever they were before. The
irony is that the new models require that consumers be educated before they participate—educated broadly, not narrowly.
The developing model of the marketplace has moved away from the smorgasbord, from the menu of discrete items. Look at Google: what it has created is a new
place for interaction, for buying and selling, taking the older television, radio, and
even print-media advertising model (offering something for 'free' or for little cost,
supporting it by piggy-backing advertising) and making it much more pliable in
customer hands. Instead of building it and hoping they would come, Google has
gone to where they are and has built something with them.
Colleges and universities have yet to understand what this change can mean
for them, still seeing their offerings as the one way. They continue to embrace the
old image of the customer as simply a chooser and consumer just as that model is
falling out of favor in the business community.
Not that the model ever worked for education: if the idea of the rational and
educated consumer was nonsense in the marketplace (as it is, as most of our advertising proves), it is ludicrous in education, where the whole point is that the student
doesn't yet know. Yet there are still plenty of educational institutions operating on
the principle that students can make educated choices even before they are educated
enough to make those choices.
At the core of what is going on in the marketplace is a shift towards a new type
of interaction between business and consumer, one that puts much more emphasis
not on choice (though that's what the colleges and universities seem to imagine it is)
but on flexibility. And on involvement. When I say I start my classes where my
students are, I am reflecting something of today's business attitude, especially when
I then tailor the semester to the specific needs the students and I identify. Instead of
proceeding solely along lines laid out in advance on a syllabus, I re-draw the lines
as we go.
None of what I do is new, any more than what is happening in the marketplace.
In both instances, we are responding to new possibilities to make actual what has
long been latent. The advantage that a businessperson has, today, is that the old,
rigid structures of business have been cut back enough to allow for experimentation
and success. We've seen the toppling to those that can't change (Chrysler and GM)
and their restructuring so that they can face a new environment. Nothing like that
has happened in education. It just gets more top-heavy and more committed to ways
of doing things long ago shown in need of replacement.
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Fred Keller's Personalized System of Instruction (PSI) and Mastery have been
around for decades. They are proven effective and perfectly adaptable now that we
have the flexibility of the Web and the breadth of digital possibilities. And there are
other models, just as ignored and just as good. But we stick with our old models for
teaching, instead, models based on limit, not expansion.
Even our online teaching works in heavily guarded silos rather than in the expansive universe we've been creating these past twenty years. Our classrooms remain walled off and the kingdoms of the individual instructors. Fields of study are
narrow and jealously guarded. In all, we are acting like businesses before World
War I, and not like the forward-looking institutions we imagine ourselves to be.
In the 1950s and 1960s, there were a number of attempts to re-envision higher
education. They've all now faded into insignificance as our colleges and universities
have retreated into models that would surprise no one of the 1930s.
If we want to create higher education that will be of value to the 21st century
and not the 19th, we are going to have to scrap, first, our physical and bureaucratic
structures. The classroom may have worked 100 years ago; it doesn't, today. The
discrete course might fit with Victorian ideas of the divisions of knowledge (and the
units of knowledge), but it can't contain any body of knowledge today.
In ”Good-bye, Teacher…," Keller describes a situation that centers on the student, but within a structured environment of classrooms, labs, study areas, and more,
where the student moves from one to the other at his or her own pace, setting his or
her own agenda—though within the confines established by the course designers.
The student also becomes responsible for assisting in the learning of other students
and, ultimately, for the continuing evolution of the course itself.
PSI, or Mastery, as it came to be known, has proven effectiveness. The problem is, it does not fit within traditional educational structures. It can, however, work
well within new digital environments, as long as they are yoked to physical environments as well (though not necessarily to the traditional classroom), for face-toface interaction is necessary to effective education, as necessary as any other resource.
Today, we don't need the older structures, yet we are wedded to them more
securely than even GM was. If it took bankruptcy and a bailout to move GM even a
little, it may take even more to change education—and our universities are not structured so that the wake-up-call of bankruptcy can be used to get them going.
I want to teach my students. But I don't want to simply teach them “content”
(which is what Horowitz wants us to concentrate on). I want to teach them to learn,
to adapt, to use the new possibilities that arise around them. This gets more and
more difficult in institutions that are rigid, that have learned nothing themselves in
a century, that have not adapted to a changing world, and that use nothing but what
they've used before (for they do nothing but what they've done before).
There are two things we need to be doing that we, in higher education, have
not been doing enough of. First, we need to start educating ourselves for the future
rather than assuming that what we've done in the past will work just as well in the
future. Second, we really must start involving our students more directly in their
education—not as consumers and simply as actors in planned exercises, but as vibrant participators in their own education, interacting with us not as 'guides on the
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side' or 'sages on the stage' (to use the stale images of a generation ago) but as teachers—something different from either guides or sages. Teachers don't show; they
help students make knowledge their own.
Which is what 'starting where the student is' is all about. Which is what education should be all about.

Flexibility
12/08/10
Some years ago, I taught a few online courses for one of the for-profit online
universities. Afterward, I felt a little sorry for the students, for I didn't think they
were getting their money's worth—a local community college would have been
cheaper, and the students would have had much more direct interaction with their
teacher—and the teacher would have been in more control of the course, able to
meet unusual needs or take an unscheduled detour when needed. With the same
group of students in a 'traditional' environment, I am sure I could have aided the
students much more than I did online.
That doesn't mean that I condemn online learning—or even that it necessarily
is second-rate compared to classroom situations. The problem, in this instant (and,
unfortunately, in most for-profit online situations), is that the school is attempting
to mass-produce its courses. It is trying to make teachers identical cogs in the machine of education, replaceable at will.
That doesn't work.
When I agreed to teach online, as I have said in other posts, I didn't realize how
limited my options as a teacher would be—or that I would be overseen by people
not as qualified in my field as I was and whose specialty was teaching methodology.
Wedded to a particular mindset by training, they and the school were further constrained by the design of the program used for class interaction, a program built on
certain assumptions about learning, about students, and about teachers and constructed inflexibly, as though these assumptions were truths.
Though I have sometimes taught via use-specific educational programs since,
I now gravitate away from them, for all of them force the teacher into specific patterns of instruction, though I doubt that is often their intent. The people who have
built the programs have their own ideas on what effective learning is—and what
good teaching is—and, quite naturally, construct their platforms for online teaching
along those lines. They aren't as interested in flexibility as in ease of use in a pattern
they have accepted.
They also tend to center on the needs of the teacher and not so much on those
of the learner—but I'll deal with that another time.
What I am interested in at the moment is the assumption that there is one way
of teaching, and that it works best for everyone in all situations.
This just isn't true. Different students learn different subjects in different ways
at different times. Different teachers, also, teach effectively for different students at
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different times and, again, in different ways. Flexibility is at the heart of good education. The two basic requirements for effective teaching are flexibility and the ability to find ways to motivate students. This is the basis, if an unconscious one, of our
systems of multiple teachers at any one time—once students get past grammar
school. Students are exposed to a number of teaching styles, and they start to find
the ways of learning that work best for them, and start to learn to be able to adapt
even to situations which are less than perfect for the particular individual. The students, ideally and in addition to the content of each course, learn flexibility, and also
learn what motivates them.
When I've added an online component to my courses over the past few years,
I've avoided things like Blackboard, using freely available wikis and blogs, creating
what I need out of the web—or asking students to do it (even better). This provides
flexibility and keeps me from relying on the ideas of others about how education
should unfold. It also means I can change things at will, dropping the blog if it isn't
working well—or adding something that might, given the particular class. That's a
little more difficult in the closed environments of most online-learning situations.
They are closed in another way: the entire class generally “exists” within the
confines of the program. I'm moving to a place where I don't see that as such a good
idea. If anything, I want my classes to be “hybrid,” taking advantage both of the
internet and the classroom. Giving me, again, flexibility, and allowing me another
platform for motivating the students. And broadening the student's learning experience.
The pattern I'm following towards an expansive learning environment is the
pattern I spoke of in my last post, followed by the people who had been involved in
programmed instruction in the 1950s. They realized that programmed instruction—
or programmed learning—works best when simply one component of any particular
course, and that it works best for mastering facts. They realized that a teacher should
not rely on any one technique or methodology but should develop situations promoting variety in student activities, in learning processes, and in presentations by
the teachers themselves.
When I say I want to start where the student is, I also want it assumed that I
understand that there are a number of pathways between that point and the goal at
course's end. And that those paths aren't mutually exclusive. Until they can provide
the variety I need, I don't believe I will ever be satisfied with the proprietary educational systems for online instruction that are now—or that will be—available.
Until flexibility and multiple ways to motivate are build into online courses, I
don't think students in them will ever be getting their money's worth. And I don't
think I shall be using them again. Not alone, at least.
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But Why Do We Bash Teachers?
05/01/11
Dave Eggers and Ninive Clements Calegari, in an otherwise excellent op-ed
in The New York Times on 04/30/11, “The High Cost of Low Teacher Salaries,”
ignore one important question: Why do we, as Americans, so loathe our teachers?
Eggers and Calegari are right: we can turn around our schools, and can do so
by renewing our faith in teachers, in providing them better and better training and
real support in the schools, and by paying them adequately.
That we don't, that we blame our teachers for the 'failures' of our educational
system, is tantamount, Eggers and Calegari say, to blaming the soldiers for the loss
of a war:
No, if the results aren’t there, we blame the planners. We
blame the generals, the secretary of defense, the Joint Chiefs
of Staff. No one contemplates blaming the men and women
fighting every day in the trenches for little pay and scant
recognition.
And yet in education we do just that. When we don’t like
the way our students score on international standardized tests,
we blame the teachers. When we don’t like the way particular
schools perform, we blame the teachers and restrict their resources.
Yes. Exactly. So, let's stop blaming the teachers, give them pay and support,
and improve our schools!
Except it's not so simple.
Our war is a war on education, and on teachers. We don't see them as our army,
but as our enemy. If you destroy the enemy ground soldiers, you destroy the enemy:
The planners cannot complete their plans without the grunts. The leaders cannot
lead without the followers. As the planners, the leaders, are safely bunkered way
behind the lines, it's much easier to take out the infantry, the teachers.
The question that must be addressed before the country will be willing to back
its teachers is why do we hate education so much? Why do we see it in such loathsome light? No taxpayers willingly give money to support the very people seen as
fighting to destroy them or their values—hell, that was one of the causes of the
American revolution!
What has happened to the image of the teacher in American society stems directly from callous political calculations that began in the 1960s in the wake of the
Civil Rights movement. Conservative activists saw that they could take advantage
of two trends for their own successes at the voting booth. One was (and is) dissatisfaction with the new protections for American minorities. This is seen most starkly
in resistance to busing and in the rise of alternative private schools and the homeschooling movement. Seeing the public schools as becoming the possession of minorities, many white Americans decided to opt out of the system—but they could
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not opt out of paying for it. The other was (and is) the foundational mindset that
have grown so strong in America since the Great Awakening of the early nineteenth
century. American education, growing out the Enlightenment empiricist traditions,
tends to gainsay that mindset. Evolution, and its teaching, has proven the central
issue of this conflict.
Vilifying public education, then, proved an easy tool towards prominence
within the American right. David Horowitz has made it into a means of becoming
rather well-to-do, for the target is big and broad, and has little ability to fight back
effectively (education was not built as an army—something Horowitz, who equates
politics to war, understands quite well). The "problem" with American education is
simply a creation of political activists, for the solution, as Eggers and Calegari point
out, is simple... is conveniently ignored, for those activists don't really want the
problem to go away.
Fighting for better teacher salaries will never be enough. We who hold to the
real American traditions, ones that do spring from the Enlightenment and that were
expressed by our Founding Fathers in our Constitution and other writing of the time,
need to start fighting for those traditions more aggressively. Part of that struggle will
lie in effectively pointing out some of the facts that we've politely elided, these past
few decades... facts like the continuing racism of a great part of American society,
facts like the paucity of the intellectual base in many of the religious movements in
America.
Yes, we will offend people by bringing these up. But it is the threat of offense
that often has been used as a weapon against us, keeping us from addressing these
quite real problems.
We don't need to fight with mean spirit or with anger, or to destroy the other.
Lord knows, it's possible to believe in God and in evolution. Ours shouldn't be a
battle aimed at laying waste, but one of conversion. We've forgotten the lessons of
King and Gandhi, allowing attention to be turned from them by laughter, and by
derision of their naivete, distracting us from techniques that even those who oppose
us know work.
When more of us have confidence enough in our own beliefs—not a foundational confidence, but one based on experience and experimental results—and stop
simply reacting to the attacks of the conservative activists, we can start moving our
society in a positive direction.
In a direction that will allow us to provide the support that our teachers need,
the support that, as Eggers and Calegari point out, is the only thing that will ultimately improve our educational system.
Not to mention our country as a whole.
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Whaddya Do About Bad Teachers?
04/18/11
One of the beliefs behind the American system of education is that good education happens best within a range of student backgrounds and abilities. Students
working together are inspired by those doing better while they reinforce their
knowledge by aiding those doing worse. There are limits, but the vast majority of
us can contribute to the success of any classroom. This is true even in "elite" classrooms, as it is in "special needs" ones. Even when they've been selected out of the
mainstream, students work at differing levels and with distinct abilities. The whole
point of the classroom is to use this mix effectively in providing education for all.
One of the reasons we expose our students to a variety of teachers stems from
a related understanding: Different teachers have different skills and backgrounds,
and provide their students with different things. Each student responds differently
to different teachers, some working well with one, some with another—but all do
need to learn to work with all, another of the assumptions behind American education.
There are three points, here:
1. Everyone can learn.
2. Each learns best in a particular, perhaps distinct circumstance.
3. The best education has flexibility built in, meeting differing needs of different individuals.
If we believe that education based on these points is best for all, we separate
students out only in extreme circumstances. As teachers, we work with all of the
members of the classes assigned to us. If we believe in this, we never do what I've
seen some college professors do, which is push students out of our courses until only
those remain who we can easily "teach." No good teacher believes that good teaching means only working with good students. Instead, we use the "personality" of the
whole to reach and help even its weakest members, a process that also aids the
strongest (the truth of this lies behind Fred Keller's Personalized System of Instruction and Benjamin Bloom's Mastery).
We never start with the idea of failing the bad, of getting rid of those who
don't meet our standards. Yes, some do fail, and others never live up to their potential. But we always start with the belief that all can succeed. And we don't kick them
out on the basis of one test, or even two. In our public schools, we keep trying as
long as we can. Even in our colleges, it takes a long time for someone to fail out
completely. A bad student, we know, is a potentially good student—and the process
of going from bad to good can help not only that student, but all of the others he or
she comes into contact with.
Most of us understand this about students. Why, then, do we lay aside our
knowledge when it comes to how we evaluate teachers?
Stereotypes and visions of evil unions leave many of us imagining education
as the refuge of the lazy and the coddled. But, as anyone who has taught will tell
you, that's not the case, certainly not in most public schools. Most teachers work
hard in difficult circumstances, and would also like to work "better." They can't do
355

this, though, when their livelihood is dependent on student scores on standardized
tests, for the tests have been established as "make-or-break."
We provide very little possibility for real professional development in our
schools and colleges. In schools, we rely on mentoring (a good idea, but not nearly
enough), farming most of the rest out to Masters in Education programs, many of
dubious value. In colleges, we have hardly more than an occasional "observation."
It's little wonder that outsiders, today, continually yell that we must get rid of the
bad teachers. Certainly, we're doing little to make them better.
We should be, if we believe in the principles behind American education. And
we could be. Opening classroom doors, team teaching, taking teachers from the
front of the room and mixing them with the students, professional-development
courses within the walls of individual schools... these and much more can improve
the teaching of all but a few in the profession.
Know what? The very processes of working with teachers will also improve
the learning for the students. It doesn't just wait for the end. Better students learn
more by helping those having troubles, the ones in trouble also learn more. just so,
students learn more when their teachers are learning. In fact, they learn best when
the teacher, like them, is struggling and working hard—in a protective and supportive environment.
Anyone who has been to college has seen this. The professor who has taught
the class year after year, using the same notes, the same texts, the same exams,
teaches much more poorly than the new instructor feeling her or his way through
the material at the same time the students are. Learning is collaborative, and that
collaboration extends to the teacher.
No good teacher "knows it all" when entering the classroom. A good teacher
may be learning things different from what the student is learning, but a good teacher
is learning, nonetheless. Until we recognize this, and stop our punitive evaluations,
replacing them with a system fostering growth and improvement, our schools and
colleges will never improve, but will continue to be mired in accusation and mediocrity.

School of Teaching Without Teaching
05/16/12
As I often mention in her novella Wise Blood, Flannery O'Connor has character
Hoover Shoats create the Church of Christ Without Christ. New York Times pundit
Thomas Friedman (“Come the Revolution,” 05/15/12) has apparently joined its contemporary offshoot, the School of Teaching Without Teaching. Certainly, he sounds
like a true believer.
Friedman, and all those people at Stanford, MIT and Harvard (to mention just
a few) who are touting new technological platforms that can offer "courses" to something like 100,000 people at a time also believe that they are seeing (and participating in) something new. In terms of education that can reach huge audiences, we've
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had a means for years: books. Though books alone have rarely proven sufficient for
education, they have certainly been the sole tools in many cases—just as these
online "courses" can be. In terms of technology, all that's being done here is creating
digitally what experimental psychologists were creating half a century ago—but
those today are doing it without the knowledge the psychologists were bringing to
their projects and (more importantly) without having looked back to try to understand why those psychologists, almost to a person, abandoned the idea of focusing
education primarily on teaching machines and programmed instruction. They didn't
give them up completely, but learned that education requires a great deal more than
technology. For most of us, it requires teaching—not just the "learning" that someone can do through books or computers.
One is not teaching when talking to a camera or when preparing a series of
assignments and evaluations. One is abdicating from the hard work that is necessary
on one side of the education equation. One comes to believe that technology alone
is sufficient.
In my 2008 book Blogging America: The New Public Sphere, I wrote:
The point is that technology alone has no impact. It
needs understanding, acceptance, and a place in a plant towards a goal.
It almost seemed, though, that the nation came to believe
after the war that technology alone could solve any problem.
But many, even in the fifties, of course, did recognize the
weaknesses of this view, and understood that industrial might
alone would not prove sufficient (something else many Americans had come to believe in the wake of World War II) to improve the world. Among these was Philip K. Dick, whose 1963
novel The Man in the High Castle contains within it pieces of
a science-fiction novel by a character created by Dick….
Today, there are still people who have such idealistic visions... such as Nicholas Negroponte, with his One Laptop Per
Child project. They forget that it is not technology alone that
drives cultural change or creates new worlds, but the interaction between the old and the new—or between, to use the image created by Henry Adams, the dynamo and the virgin.
(119-120)
Friedman titles his piece "Come the Revolution." A better title might be "These
Aren't the Droids You're Looking For."
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The School of Teaching Without Teaching, Part II
05/16/12
This morning, before leaving for school, I responded to Thomas Friedman's
piece in today's New York Times. I wrote quickly. Though today is "reading day"
before final exams, I am responsible for a good deal of advisement and needed to
get to the college so that I could talk to students face-to-face. As a teacher, that's an
important part of what I do, both in and out of the classroom.
It astonishes me just how little value is placed, in American society, on the
personal interaction between student and teacher. Students crave it; even when they
don't use it, they demand it be there. Time after time, we see that the most successful
teaching occurs when teachers have substantial direct personal contact with students. That contact is not just in lecture halls (though that can be a small part of it)
or even in offices. It is in the hallways, dining rooms, club meetings... in the dozens
of small daily interactions that can lead to discussion and the sparking of interest.
We forget that the first great teacher in the Western tradition, Socrates, succeeded through discussion, not presentation, through challenging his students and
responding to them.
With the advent of mass media through Gutenberg in the 15th century, teachers
gained their first great tool since the days of Socrates, the mass-produced book. With
copies cheap and easily produced, the book allowed teachers to expand their repertoire far beyond their own expertise, making reference and research possible for all
students, not just the elite with access to what had been rare (and small) libraries.
The book did not lessen the need for teachers. If anything, it expanded that need, for
more people now demanded education. With books available, they wanted to know
how to use them.
Only the rare person is a true autodidact. Even that person, though they may
gain learning while alone, gathers in knowledge created by others. No one starts
from zero and recreates knowledge on their own. What books were (and are) good
for, and what digital tools help with today, is access to the knowledge that came
before. What the writer does, or the creator of the digital "courses" Friedman lauds
does, is organize that knowledge and, perhaps, move it forward just a bit. But this
does not constitute teaching, though it does provide opportunity.
Opportunity of this sort is only rarely taken advantage of by the individual
alone. Few of us have the will and desire of Frederick Douglass, one of the only
people successful in taking control of his education before it had really started happening and deliberately making others into his teachers:
The plan which I adopted, and the one by which I was
most successful, was that of making friends of all the little
white boys whom I met in the street. As many of these as I
could, I converted into teachers. With their kindly aid, obtained at different times and in different places, I finally succeeded in learning to read. When I was sent of errands, I always took my book with me, and by going one part of my
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errand quickly, I found time to get a lesson before my return.
I used also to carry bread with me, enough of which was always in the house, and to which I was always welcome; for I
was much better off in this regard than many of the poor white
children in our neighborhood. This bread I used to bestow
upon the hungry little urchins, who, in return, would give me
that more valuable bread of knowledge.
That dedication to the gaining of knowledge is unusual. From the very start,
most of us need interaction with educated teachers who are focused on the task of
instilling within us that desire to learn that Douglass evidently had by nature. Most
of us need help in becoming learners, and that help can't come from books or digital
platforms alone.
The belief that students all bring desire to learn with them, that everyone wants
to learn, is mythical for all that it is pervasive. It is part of what Philip K. Dick is
making fun of in that passage from the fictional The Grasshopper Lies Heavy that I
often quote. The "kits" that Dick writes of are available, and have been available,
for centuries—worldwide. They are "books." Yes, they are still rare in some places,
but they can be found everywhere. Those who want them, do find them, but most
don't bother. Most of the time, the "kits" remained unused—or are used for other
purposes (book pages, of course, make adequate toilet paper).
When the kits are used, when they become effective, is when they are augmented by real teachers, when it is realized that the kits are not now (and never have
been) substitutes for the actual act and art of teaching all by themselves.
As I said at the start, it is "reading day" here at City Tech (or, as the students
have started calling it, "C-Tech"). If the students are reading, it is because of a
teacher—or even to spite a teacher. It is not happening simply because books (or
even computers) happen to be lying around.

Learning, Teaching, and Talking
06/05/12
Just what does a Massive Open Online Course (MOOC) have to do with education? Their real relationship to education is pretty much the same as that of any
tool (books, for example), but that they can rarely be the basis for education by
themselves. Access to information, in other words, is not the same as access to education. That's why, as a college professor, I see no threat from the entry of such
educational behemoths as Harvard and MIT into the MOOC business. If anything,
they are simply providing another way for my students to get the information they
need in order to start learning.
Professor Steve Krause makes an attempt to explain this by differentiating
learning, teaching and credentialing, concluding that he really doesn't see MOOCs
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as "the future of higher education on the internet." I agree. As Krause says, MOOCs
allow little room for teaching—and teaching is an integral part of higher education.
When I was living in Chicago in the uncertain economy of the 1970s, some
three or four years out of undergraduate school, working in inventory control for an
import house and (later) in the parts department for a car dealer (and selling cars at
night), most of my entertainment was books, mainly science fiction and mysteries.
As time went on, these became less and less satisfying and I cast around for books
that had a little more meat to them. I remember running across Balzac's Pere Goriot,
which led me to a number of his other novels... but it was Faulkner's The Hamlet
that galvanized me.
I realized, when I put the book down, that my knowledge of literature was
paltry, at best. I wanted to know more, and to read more, but didn't see my nearly
random browsing through used bookstores and libraries as sufficient—nor did I
think any particular 'great books' list would help. I wanted to be able to follow the
pathways that books opened up for me, but felt I needed discussion and guidance,
discussion that I could participate in and guidance tailored to my own particular
interests and inclinations. I needed teachers.
So, I decided, what I needed to do was to go to graduate school, to get an MA
in English.
Fortunately, though my undergraduate degree was in Philosophy, I had graduated from a college (Beloit) with a strong interest in teaching, where one of the
things I had learned was how to use a teacher to further my own education. I had
also come to understand that a great deal of education arises from interaction with
fellow students. Through this, I was better prepared for graduate school than I believed at the time.
And, partly because of that preparation, I loved it.
At that point in my life, I had no interest in becoming an academic, but reading
was invigorating, as was the give-and-take with professors and students. Sometimes
I think that, if I could have, I would have stayed at the University of Iowa forever...
would that the glory of exploration could have always stayed with me. The educational environment was delicious though, by the time I had moved on and was nearing completion of my PhD, I realized that one does, at some point, have to emerge
from that cocoon.
I was never a particularly good student, never a star. Instead, I gained from
being around stars, both students and professors, whose presence allowed me to try
things I never would have tried on my own.
For the real stars, perhaps, being in the environment of an educational institution may not be absolutely necessary. But not everyone is cut out to be an autodidact—I know I wasn't. I needed to be around people who were doing things, who
were thinking and talking—who were excited about the world and about learning
through exploration. And who loved sharing what they found, who loved teaching.
Schools like Harvard, MIT, and Stanford, all involved in MOOC projects, understand this full well, and know that the MOOCs are no competition for what they
are doing on their campuses. So do most American high-school students when they
are applying to college. If they can, they want the experience that I had, for they
understand (almost innately) that the experience gained at an 'elite' college or
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university will help them more, in the long run, than anything a MOOC or any other
online "education" can provide.
For most of us, our real educations arose from interaction, and interaction on
a close, personal level. At this point, though they may help, online teaching aids
cannot replace that.

Neil Postman Always Rings Twice
02/01/15
After my mother died, in cleaning out her house I went through my father’s
old books, pulling out the ones that I might find of use in my own writing and teaching. Among those was a dusty paperback of Neil Postman and Charles Weingartner’s 1969 Teaching as a Subversive Activity. I returned to it recently, remembering
it from my father’s time and appreciating it for what it offers today. Toward the end,
the authors present a list of eleven things a teacher can do to improve education. The
ninth of these struck me as particularly significant for the contemporary classroom:
Anyone interested in helping students deal with the future (not to mention the present) would naturally be concerned, even preoccupied, with media of communication….
[F]ocus on the question “In what ways are media affecting
our society?”… No matter what “subject” you are teaching,
media are relevant…. You might bear in mind that your students are quite likely to be more perceptive and even more
knowledgeable about the structure and meaning of newer media than you.
Postman, toward the end of his life, warned against reliance on the personal
computer for education, seeing it as a distraction from the group work and socialization that are critical to learning and to education as a cornerstone to society. This
interests me today, when people like Clay Shirky restrict the use of technology in
their classrooms. Personally, I don’t, for I see the devices not as barriers to interaction but as tools for interaction—but I can see the other side.
My father was quite influenced by Postman and probably lost his job at Hamilton College in 1970 in part because he tried to implement Postman and Weingartner’s suggestions. He ended up moving to the much more innovative (at the time)
City University of New York, to Kingsborough Community College at the far south
end of Brooklyn.
Postman would influence me, too, particularly through Amusing Ourselves to
Death which, though I don’t always agree with it, influenced my vision of the impact
of changing media and the digital revolution on the United States.
Today, circling back to this earlier work of his, he’s influencing me again, and
I am beginning to wonder if he hasn’t influenced me in a somewhat subliminal way
since I returned to teaching fourteen years ago. After all, like my father did, I teach
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on a CUNY campus (though at the other end of Brooklyn). And, I’ve discovered,
the belief behind my own struggles to help change American education can be
summed up by the last paragraph of Postman and Weingartner’s book:
The new education, in sum, is new because it consists of
having students use the concepts most appropriate to the
world in which we all must live. All of these concepts constitute the dynamics of the questing-questioning, meaning-making process that can be called “learning how to learn.” This
comprises a posture of stability from which to deal fruitfully
with change. The purpose is to help all students develop builtin, shockproof crap detectors as basic equipment in their survival kits.
Postman, obviously, continues to ride his circuit, stopping by from time to time
to deliver his messages once more.

The Death of the Mentor
05/10/15
In the best of all possible worlds, my students end the semester with renewed
interest in learning. Having developed a commitment to improving their communication skills, their writing eclipses what they produced at the start of the term. They
might be able to catch a few more literary allusions, but that’s not absolutely necessary. Oh, and they all earn A’s.
That’s the ideal—for my English courses.
Different courses serve different purposes. My model would be completely
inappropriate for Mechanical Drawing—and vice versa. Learning is different in differing situations. And, in the best educational situations, each teacher is unique, too,
offering vision, possibility and practicality different even from their colleagues and
useful in differing degrees to different students. The strength of American higher
education has always been recognition of the value of variety and encouragement
of the role of the professor as individual mentor.
Yet we are now deep in a process of reducing all college learning to a single
formula of specified “outcomes” and contractual syllabi that assumes all teaching
and learning is the same, that only the content is different. In what is, in many ways,
an attempt to reduce the importance of individual members of the faculty by standardizing their “product,” we are diminishing the value of education. This process
has led to a situation where, in the words of Mark Bauerlein (“What’s the Point of
a Professor?” in The New York Times 05/09/15), “while they’re content with teachers, students aren’t much interested in them as thinkers and mentors. They enroll in
courses and complete assignments, but further engagement is minimal.” Students
recognize that they, themselves, have been reduced to cogs—and that their professors have been, too.
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There is a myriad of reasons for this, including over-reliance on adjuncts leading to reduction of tenure-track lines and increased “service” responsibilities for
full-time faculty. A return to “publish or perish” made possible by the intense competition for the few jobs certainly hasn’t helped. Nor has the diminution of faculty
self-governance that has turned college teachers from independent professionals
into “employees.”
Bauerlein writes that you “can’t become a moral authority if you rarely challenge students in class and engage them beyond it.” True. But you can’t develop the
moral authority to challenge and engage if your own position is vulnerable. As parts
in a machine rather than unique professionals, today’s professors can be easily
swapped out—even in the middle of a semester. Even tenured faculty view their
jobs with an unease that did not exist in what Bauerlein sees as the halcyon days of
the sixties, seventies and eighties.
Administrators have become the power on campus in a way they never were
and were never meant to be. Accreditation and budget issues have become their
weapons, cowing faculty into acquiescence and regimentation. Old lines about “faculty involvement” have become laughable as they are spoken today, passed off without challenge before intimidated bodies of junior faculty and their senior colleagues
who have become interested in doing little more than protecting what little they
already have. As Bauerlein says (though from different reasoning), as “a result, most
undergraduates never know that stage of development when a learned mind enthralled them and they progressed toward a fuller identity through admiration of and
struggle with a role model.”
Bauerlein places responsibility for today’s situation in academia on the faculty.
He says we have “become accreditors” but implies that’s our own fault.
No.
We can take some of the blame, certainly, but it’s also the fault of a declining
vision of the value of education, one conflating it with training. It’s the fault of a
society that has reduced the future to jobs, not careers, and human possibilities to
the quantifiable (to money, in particular). It’s the fault of administrators whose vision of education centers on “products” and corporate models, who see faculty as
people they should control instead of support. It’s the fault of parents so competitive,
so worried about their children that they push them to “succeed” without ever considering just what the word means. It’s the fault of politicians who see college campuses as convenient targets that can’t effectively shoot back.
Again: “You can’t become a moral authority if you rarely challenge students
in class and engage them beyond it.” Certainly not. But you cannot challenge anyone
without support and trust behind you, and these are sorely lacking on college campuses today.
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Expansive Teaching Versus the Assembly Line
07/18/15
In a comment on a post of mine, someone wrote:
“Adequate teaching” of any subject (humanities and social sciences included) requires:
– decent texts;
– teachers who understand their subjects and can explain them to students in lectures, quiz sections and seminar
discussions;
– relevant homework assignments and reviews;
and
– being perceptive to what students are ‘getting’ and
what they aren’t.
This extremely reductive—and quite common—vision of teaching is a large
part of what has led to the current mania for assembly-line educational structures,
standardized testing, and the “corporatization” of American education in general. It
takes teaching—and learning—from the realm of exploration and places it squarely
in that of reiteration.
Let me respond, as a teacher, to the “requirements” the person who commented
presents:
• A textbook is a recap of extant knowledge. It encapsulates as much as a
roadmap does. It is also something that does not, in itself, require a teacher.
Anyone can pick up a textbook and read it. An unspoken assumption of the
textbook is that knowledge can be contained. Even as a kid, I devoured
textbooks—as I did encyclopedias—but these weren’t the heart of real
learning any more than a penchant for Google searches or Wikipedia is,
today. I know a young man who feels he is an autodidact but the fact is that
he is simply a little more adept at using web searches than his fellows—
and has a slightly better memory. When I was in eleventh grade, my Chemistry teacher offered a challenge: Anyone in the class was welcome to try
to create a 5th-grade Chemistry text. I learned more about Chemistry
through that than I would have through traditional classroom processes.
Today, I like the idea of students creating their own texts. Doing so forces
them to face decisions about knowledge and academic disciplines outside
of what has been defined for them.
• Lectures, especially today, when there are so many sources of information
available to students, should not be explanatory but inspirational. In many
cases, the best teachers are those who recognize that they don’t understand
their subjects (not completely, at least) but are also exploring, though on a
level different, perhaps, than the one of their students. I’m not quite sure
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what is meant by “quiz sections,” but quizzes are really nothing more than
a means of ensuring that students are keeping up with their part of the classroom bargain by doing the work required of them. Seminar discussions are
meant to bring students into active verbal exploration in a group setting;
they are not a place for presentation by teachers.
• Assignments and reviews are means for evaluation, not for teaching.
• Being perceptive is always a part of teaching, but it encompasses more than
awareness of student mastery of the putative subject matter. When that’s
all it does, the teacher might as well be a Scantron machine.
In one instant where he is right, Stanley Fish writes, “The academy is the place
where knowledge is advanced, where the truth about matters physical, conceptual,
and social is sought. That’s the job, and that’s also the aspirational norm: the advancement of knowledge and the search for truth. The values of advancing
knowledge and discovering truth are not extrinsic to academic activity; they constitute it” (Versions of Academic Freedom: From Professionalism to Revolution).
Teaching is as much about advancing knowledge as “pure” research is. Reducing
teaching to rehashing what has come before and to evaluating student ability to parrot that rehash serves no one. It only stifles real learning.
Update: I failed to mention the most important role of the teacher, that of motivator. If the students aren’t motivated to learn, they won’t. A teacher actively engaged in learning activities of their own (including discussions on social media) is
more likely to motivate students than is one simply reciting the past at the students.

Scholar Activism As Practice
08/22/15
All learning at all levels starts within the student. It ends there, too, but the
start is what concerns those of us who teach. When the learning doesn’t start with
the student, the student never becomes fully engaged; what results is a smorgasbord
of sampled bits without cohesion. The fundamentals aren’t mastered for that primary
fundamental, the student herself or himself, has never been connected to the rest.
Last night, I was reading over a syllabus for a graduate seminar in scholar
activism made available by Sara Goldrick-Rab of the University of Wisconsin. Under “Expectations and Goals,” she writes this:
I expect you to take direct action to promote your own
learning in this class. You are enrolled for reasons that are
both clear and unclear, and you’ll discover more about your
own objectives as we move through the semester. All I require
of you is honesty and commitment. Be honest in your writing
and speaking in the course, and commit to thoroughly interrogating the material. Do the reading and come prepared to
engage with each guest. Be present in class, always. If your
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commitment wavers, we will all feel it and I will ask you about
it.
There are a number of key components for any course, here. One is that a student never comes in knowing what he or she really needs to get out of the class. The
personal point of the class comes clear to the student, one hopes, through the process
of the term (sometimes later, though, even years later). Students are neither educated
consumer nor simply consumers of education. They are learners, and that comes
from within.
Goldrick-Rab’s graduate students are, likely, already motivated to learn; their
professors don’t have to bring them to commitment to the process—or shouldn’t
have to. Commitment should be expected, only to be addressed when it falters.
Another key component (and this connects to the first) is that matter of objectives. Objectives are not something that can be imposed on students. Yes, we teachers have objectives for our courses, but these need to be sub rosa. They should never
be more than a tool for the teacher for use in helping students form their own objectives (ones related, of course, to those of the teacher) and meet them.
A third key component is “honesty.” Over recent years, we’ve reduced honesty
to “academic integrity,” which has come to be little more than a specified set of
regulations and procedures. Real honesty covers everything from one’s intentions
in taking the class (I know someone, believe it or not, whose class was enrolled in
by a student who wanted to do nothing more than destroy that professor) to one’s
attitude toward fellow students. It’s not simply a matter of citation and avoidance of
cheating.
There’s a large dollop of “scholar activism” in that simple paragraph of Goldrick-Rab’s—and a direct challenge to David Horowitz, Anne Neal and all of the
others (Wisconsin governor Scott Walker, for example) who want to see education
as assembly line, narrowing it to simply skills development.
Goldrick-Rab recently came to national attention through her own scholar activism. She is doing what all of us should, turning what could only have been an
unpleasant experience into an opportunity for learning—for herself and her students.
The seminar is built around guest speakers, all of whom are involved in scholar
activism, and student projects will center on other contemporary scholar activists.
Everyone is going to learn through this process.
I can imagine someone saying, “That’s fine, for someone teaching a graduate
seminar at a top research institution, but it’s just not possible for me.” My point in
quoting Goldrick-Rab’s syllabus is that, on the contrary, it is quite possible. Different students and student groups start and different places, but the pattern GoldrickRab presents takes account of that. The teacher certainly needs to pay close attention
to the students, even modifying a plan in light of new information on just where the
students are, but the general pattern can remain.
Except in the matter of guests, I could have used Goldrick-Rab’s words in the
syllabus of my summer Technical Writing course, just ended. These students, upperlevel undergraduates, were tasked with creating documents, websites and presentations meant to help incoming students make a successful transition to college.
“Think about what you now wish you’d know when you started at City Tech. You’ll
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begin your research there,” I told the students. They did a remarkable job and we
used some of their material for New Student Orientation.
I’ll use something of the same message next week, when I first meet my First
Year Composition students. The starting place will be different, but that message,
take control of your own education, will be the same. Most of us teachers will be
doing something similar, no matter the levels of our students.
Outside of our universities (and schools, for that matter), however, we’re still
mired in the idea that students are simply consumers who can pick items off the
shelf and wear them. Our politicians believe so, and try to make it so by restructuring
our colleges and universities (and schools) into neoliberal corporate entities, not
sites of learning. They think that, just as you set sales goals, you can set educational
ones. Just as everything in business, these days, is reduced to a quantifiable bottom
line, they argue, the same should be true in school.
The art of educating is difficult, for the learner is constantly changing and so
is the teacher. These changes come about in the classroom, yes, but also in the world
around it—and the process of learning has to take that into account. Each course,
even each individual class meeting, contains its own subjectivities. If these cannot
be addressed, there will be no success, not even in the “hard” sciences or mathematics. Wasn’t it a mathematician, Kurt Gödel, who argued that no system can be, at
once, consistent and complete? To me, that’s a warning against inflexibility—in any
classroom.
I will be interested in finding out more about Goldrick-Rab’s class as it unfolds. It will end up being different at the end than it was envisioned at the beginning—but that’s how any good class should go.
The students will certainly be learning. The professor, too.
Update: Dr. Goldrick-Rab had planned this course before coming to such public attention in July. She is a long-time activist scholar and this course is the natural
outgrowth of her work, not something put together at the spur of the moment.

Politics and Education
02/25/17
If you want to teach students to think, you have to challenge them—challenge
their beliefs and assumptions. Confirming what they (or their parents, or their communities) already believe does not serve that purpose. You also need to teach students to be honest with themselves and to examine their own beliefs by standards
outside of their past experiences. This requires that the teacher be challenging her
own beliefs, and that he be far enough from the mainstream to look at it quizzically.
For this reason, if for no other (and there are plenty of others), it is ridiculous to
complain about teachers whose political leanings are out of step with your own, to
feel they are going to corrupt your children, or to argue that teachers, as a whole,
should reflect the political divisions of the population at large.
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At the Conservative Political Action conference this week in 2017, a workshop
was held with the intent of teaching students how to intimidate their “liberal” teachers into silence by filming them:
“People are so used to their professors’ just constantly
ranting and indoctrinating with their liberal values that they
don’t realize that’s not OK,” Cabot Phillips, a contributor to
the conservative website Campus Reform, told audience members….
Campus Reform, which was created by the Leadership
Institute, a group that trains conservative activists, calls itself
a watchdog for higher education. Mr. Phillips told the audience that the site, which relies heavily on content written by
campus contributors, would help spread their messages.
“If you have a professor who’s going crazy on video,
we’ll get you on TV,” Mr. Phillips said.
A “watchdog”? It sounds more like Campus Reform wants to remove “education” from our colleges and universities, replacing it with conformity, something
antithetical to thinking.
Professors, even leftist ones like me, rarely rant and even more rarely successfully indoctrinate students with liberal “values” (which, generally speaking, are the
Enlightenment values that sparked the United States Constitution). Students can
change in college (most do), but the change isn’t toward the beliefs of their professors any more than it is away from their parents. That is, the change doesn’t come
from indoctrination or rebellion, but from growth. From learning to think for oneself.
We professors don’t want students to agree with us or even to pretend to. It’s
a relief when a student stands up and challenges me, for I know that’s when education in the classroom can really begin. I have often thought of filming my own classes, but I don’t—for I don’t want to hamper student expression (though I do allow
filming by students or even outsiders—with class permission). What Phillips wants
is to hamper professor expression, something just as dampening to education as
shutting up students.
When I was an undergraduate during the Vietnam War, it wasn’t the professors
who were our leaders. Most of them, in fact, followed the lead of us students or, at
least, worked in conjunction with students. In terms of mass movements, that’s the
more likely scenario, no matter when or where. When we shut down the campus of
Utica College after Kent State, the Faculty Senate endorsed our action, it did not
lead it alone. Instead, the faculty joined us in workshops and discussions, attempting
to keep the education process going even while formal classes were in abeyance.
Though I did see a lot of jostling for individual attention (jostling that would soon
lead me away from the movement), there was no overt silencing of any voices by
those with power (even the administration joined in), no threat to freedom of speech.
Now, Secretary of Education Betsy DeVos, also at CPAC, said:
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The faculty, from adjunct professors to deans, tell you
what to do, what to say, and more ominously, what to think.
They say that if you voted for Donald Trump, you’re a threat
to the university community. But the real threat is silencing
the First Amendment rights of people with whom you disagree.
Not only does DeVos not understand the Bill of Rights, whose First Amendment is a restriction on Congress, not on faculty or educational institutions (though
it certainly can be extended to public ones in certain respects), but she doesn’t understand the process of education. AAUP President Rudy Fichtenbaum tried to set
her straight:
Faculty get paid to tell students what to do. We give them
reading assignments to prepare for class. We assign them papers, projects, have them do experiments and make presentations and tell them when they are due. We tell them what they
should study for exams. If we didn’t do these things, we would
not be doing our jobs. No faculty member that I know tells
students what to say, nor do they tell them what to think. Faculty may give students their own opinion, where opinions can
differ. But faculty members also know the difference between
facts and lies, and the overwhelming majority of faculty members I know, whatever their political views might be, will generally encourage debate and differences of opinion, and grade
students on the basis of whether their argument is logical and
backed up with facts, something Secretary DeVos seems incapable of doing.
There’s nothing “ominous” in how professors do their jobs. What’s ominous
is the threat from politicians who want to made education into indoctrination or
simply certification of the prevailing popular beliefs. A State Senator in Iowa wants
to codify that in law:
A bill in the Iowa Senate seeks to achieve greater political diversity among professors at the state’s Board of Regents
universities. Senate File 288 would institute a hiring freeze
until the number of registered Republicans and Democrats on
the university faculty fall within 10 percent of each other.
“I’m under the understanding that right now they can hire people because of
diversity,” said the bill’s author, Sen. Mark Chelgren, R-Ottumwa. “They want to
have people of different thinking, different processes, different expertise. So this
would fall right into category with what existing hiring practices are.”
This perversion of the desire for diversity would mire education more than
ever in the minds of the past, thwarting original thought and exploration. Not only
would this allow the unqualified to subvert the system but it would limit real diversity, replacing it with conformity.
That wouldn’t help anyone’s education. No more than DeVos intends to, or
Phillips. None of their intents are educational; all are political.
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Politics can be used within the educational process, and often is. Education, on
the other hand, should never be a tool for political ends. This is a difference we
educators understand full well, but one that eludes Chelgren, DeVos and Phillips.

Making Us More Effective, Together
09/24/19
Two posts on Facebook recently focused my attention to how we see ourselves
in the classroom. In one, the teacher bragged that a student had shouted out that she
was the most wonderful teacher ever. In the other, the teacher entered the classroom
to find a student sitting at her desk and the class waiting expectantly to see what
would happen. She sat down at a student desk and watched as the student led the
class.
Personally, I would be embarrassed if the former happened to me and would
never mention it to anyone, certainly not on Facebook. In the latter case, I hope I
would do what that teacher did, though I don’t know if I would have the quick presence of mind.
A college course, as we all claim to know, is not about the teacher. It’s about
student progress and growth. Teachers, then, should never aspire to stardom or even
to generating an aura of excitement centered on themselves, certainly not one in
which a student would spontaneously erupt with praise. Teachers should act as a
countervailing force to what the rest of culture rewards so lavishly, the person at the
center of attention. Our focus should remain on the students and their learning, not
on becoming successful entertainers ourselves.
Sure, there’s a great deal about teaching that parallels the craft of the entertainer, but the goal should never be applause. As teachers, we entertain for a purpose, to built interest and attention in a subject, to further education, but that purpose
has nothing to do with how well we are loved by our students. If a student explodes
with praise, we need to tamp down our pride and ask (silently), “Did that help further
the goals of the course?” If we think it did, we had better be able to describe how,
exactly. Otherwise, we run the risk of our egos running wild.
And now the unfortunate kicker: All our institutions of higher education seem
to care about these days is star quality. They encourage us to forget about teaching
and concentrate on pleasing. This can be blamed, at least in part, on increasing use
of and trust in Student Evaluation of Teaching (SET) scores, but it also comes from
the culture of celebrity that now permeates every profession in America.
There may not be much we can do about either, but we can make a concerted
effort to make sure the quest for celebrity in teaching is yoked, at least, to real learning.
How can we do this? Not as we’ve tried in the past.
Over the past decades, peer evaluation of teaching has become little more than
a way for departments to protect their own and drive out the unwelcome. We’ve
tried, and failed, to evaluate teacher performance through quantitative testing, of
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course, and have learned that numerical comparisons between one teacher and another are not something that we can rely on. Using standardized testing for teacher
evaluation, in fact, produces results as meaningless as those of SET scores, which
rank nothing but popularity. So, what do we do? How do we determine if teachers
are doing their jobs and not simply promoting themselves?
Why not group faculty into teams of four or five within departments, requiring
them to meet regularly on pedagogical issues, visit the classrooms of the others,
team-teach during the semester, and take over the class of each of the others at least
once a term? Make the students aware from the beginning of the semester that other
teachers will be involved in the classroom so that there will be no surprises. Develop
syllabi in consultation with the rest of the group, scheduling the participation of the
others. This would provide a check on our own egos and make sure we concentrate
on improving our teaching and not simply our standing.
Oh, and we could keep the doors of classrooms open as often as possible so
that people could look in.
We could easily stop considering our classrooms as independent silos and
could quickly start imagining each as part of a connected web. That way, if a student
of mine stood up and said how wonderful I am, I could deflect, “Wait until you see
Professor M, next week. She approaches things differently than I do, but I think you
are really going to learn something when she is here.”
In a paper published in the proceedings of the 22nd Annual Conference on
Research in Undergraduate Mathematics Education, “Spreading Evidence-Based
Instructional Practices: Modeling Change Using Peer Observation” by Valerie Peterson et al, the authors focus on peer observation as a vehicle for creating a more
interactive model of teaching that would “build trust, establish instructional context,
and provide formative feedback,” all things sorely missed in many contemporary
university settings. I would go further, but peer observation arising from small
groups rather than individual assignment could be an effective first step.
Group effort can keep us focused on the task of student learning and reduce
our concentration on ourselves. By creating groups that include adjuncts and other
contingent hires as well as full-timers are all levels with the explicit instruction that
each individual is to be considered a peer, no one a ‘master teacher’ instructing the
others, we can improve the learning in all of our classrooms. The process could be
painful for many of us (including me), but our jobs are not about ourselves, cultural
momentum notwithstanding. We need to grin, as they say, and bear it.
What I suggest here is a simple step and not even a new one, but its impact can
be substantial—and it can be taken at small cost. Through it, we can learn that we
are not wonderful alone and that we can even step aside for a student—something
Paulo Freire and even John Dewey, among others, would have applauded.
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‘Paypers’ Won’t Disappear–Not Until Faculty
Reappear
11/01/19
Old News Department: Selling diplomas as a means to economic success turns
them into a commodity—and people find all sorts of ways to pay, if not by work
then by cash. When different diplomas are seen as providing different dividends,
people angle to get those they believe most valuable, some paying through work but
others, again, with cash.
The question is, what do we do about it?
Do we continue to ‘come down hard’ on those who would rather buy than earn
a degree? No. That doesn’t work, for it elides an important point: We come down
hard only on those who get caught. That’s generally a small percentage of people
buying educational certification or placement. Though it does create a risk, buying
a degree is a chance many see worth taking. As in drug trafficking, the potential
profits make the gamble attractive.
We professors can’t solve this problem. We control neither perception about
higher education nor the purse strings of its operations. If we, as the broader American culture, want to defeat, to take just one example, the ‘paypers’ that are being
produced for American students wanting to purchase an education without doing
the work by people in Kenya, Ukraine and India, we must change how we view
education and stop being cheap about it.
But doing that is going to take more than faculty can provide.
What we can do, though, is start the process by taking control of our image
and reasserting pride in our profession.
I know, you’ve heard it before. But the common American perception of college professors is not only wrong….
It’s ridiculous.
A fallacy about education runs deep in the American psyche. It’s the one that
claims that each of us knows enough but that we just don’t have a piece of paper
showing it. It’s the one that leads to colleges giving credit for ‘life experience,’ as
though what we learn just by living is the equivalent of what is gained through the
classroom. It’s the one that sees education as passive and ‘real’ life as active. It’s
the one that posits that each of us is an autodidact with the ability to discern truth
from fiction, the position that Mark Zuckerberg recently took when he said to Alexandria Ocasio-Cortez, “Congresswoman, in most cases, in a democracy, I believe
people should be able to see for themselves what politicians they may or may not
vote for are saying and judge their character for themselves.” In other words, it’s the
one that claims our innate knowledge suffices against all attempts at persuasion.
Even at education.
We who have spent our lives dedicated to learning tend to recognize this myth,
but we are loathe to contradict it, recognizing that doing so runs against much of the
American foundational myth of individualism and also smacks of self-flattery: Worried that others will perceive our championing of our education as a claim that we
are better than the rest, we end up making no claim at all.
372

This, ultimately, has the effect of making even belief in the most outlandish of
conspiracy theories as “viable,” in many minds, as belief in the results of real and
careful trained study. With Maggie Smith’s character Countess Violet Crawley in
the Downton Abbey movie, most Americans believe, without evidence, that they are
“expert in every matter.” It’s an easy step to justification for laying out cash for a
diploma.
Almost all of us believe we are experts without study and are worthy, based
on nothing more our own beings, of certification.
Cheating to get it, then, is of no matter. For we do have the knowledge.
To counteract this silliness, we involved in higher education, from the new
freshman at the least exalted community college to the worshiped sage atop an Ivy
League department, need to stop being ashamed of the process we are involved in,
the process of learning through method, discussion and re-evaluation.
Scientific Method has meaning, as does the Socratic Method.
Meaning lies in refinement through process, not in absolutes or definitions.
Intellectual discussion (not debate) requires rigorous defense and flexible attack
with the goal not of defeating the other but of understanding the strengths and weaknesses of varied positions. Re-evaluation presupposes the possibility of being
wrong, an essential element behind all intellectual growth.
We should be proud of this process and of the traditions behind it.
Instead, we have allowed ourselves to be distracted by other issues (significant
ones, yes, but distractions still)—to the point where we are too often more apologetic for our knowledge and skills than we are proud.
Whatever our personal political leanings, we on the faculty should learn to be
proud when called “liberal college professors,” taking the word “liberal” back to its
pre-1960s non-disparaging meaning.
Education does mean something beyond the framed sheepskins on our walls,
but only we who have legitimately worked at it are in positions to explain it. Yet we
have ceded our positions as experts to an odd egalitarianism, taking the idea that
anyone can learn on their own to mean that everyone has, in fact, learned.
Sometimes it seems as though we no longer have any respect for our own profession; a plumber often has more pride than we. When someone offers suggestions,
the plumber says something like, “I’ve been doing this for twenty years. You?” We
never respond like that.
Sometimes, we should.

In Praise of the Unheralded
04.20/19
Too much of what goes on around the teaching profession these days seems
designed to undermine the confidence and effectiveness of teachers. I know, it’s not
meant that way, not really. But low pay, false narratives about “failing” schools,
imposed methodologies and mythical “outcomes,” the quantification of assessment,
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and the fallacious idea that “anyone can do it” (backed by training programs claiming a few weeks preparation is enough before entering the classroom) tell us otherwise.
Teaching is hard enough without this nonsense. It requires work and sacrificing one’s ego for the benefit of a room full of students, most of whom would rather
be anyplace else. The teacher may seem to be the center of the classroom, but the
teacher fails when that becomes the truth–and stopping that is exhausting. Teaching
requires constant attention to two things (more, actually, but these are critical), the
goals of the lesson and the paths of individual learners, two things that diverge as
each class session evolves. Teaching requires adapting syllabi and lesson plans constantly as the reality of student progress unfolds.
No one cares about any of this, or so it seems when we look at discussions of
teaching and teachers in the public sphere. Instead of recognizing the difficulties all
teachers work to overcome (and do, much of the time), people keep telling me and
others about brilliant “master teachers” who shine in the classroom. I’m supposed
to be impressed when they mention the performances of colleagues who win teaching awards or have consistently high Student Evaluation of Teaching (SET) scores.
And I’m expected to applaud when I hear others brag about how tough they are in
their grading or how far their star students have gone. I guess I’m supposed to be
abashed or moved to shut up, sit at their feet and learn; after all, I concentrate only
on the everyday and on the students who need help, so I must be a failing teacher.
But master teachers, I find when I look into it, are generally nothing more than
people who have been doing it for a long time—and many of them operate, today,
by rote. The prize winners, I discover, are simply those who spend their time creating good paper trails for their teaching—they know they are to be selected for
awards by people who have never seen them in the classroom but who do look
through files. SET scores, I’ve learned, are easily manipulated (I won’t bother to
count the ways here). Fighting grade inflation or pressuring students, from what I’ve
seen, doesn’t improve learning (though it certainly increases student jitters). And
those star students, the ones people are so proud of, are the ones who needed the
least teaching in the first place, having come into the course ready to go out.
Teaching, to me, shouldn’t ever be about the teacher. The focus on stellar performance is misguided; my yawns, when people brag of classroom success, stem
from what I see as misplaced rewards and misconceptions about my profession. I
really don’t care how wonderful any particular instructor may or may not appear to
be—or whether accolades are really deserved. None of this has much to do with the
core of what I and all of those thousands upon thousands of my colleagues do each
day, work that is unsung and under-rewarded. Teaching, effective teaching, isn’t a
popularity contest or a competition to see who can use contemporary bells and whistles most obviously. No, it’s a task, and one that’s simply about the students—all of
the students—and about their small successes. It’s not about the three or four students in the front row hanging onto every word—that’s not enough—but it is about
everyone in the room, including those in the back row trying to hide the smartphones
on their knees, and is about the small steps they take each day—when things go
well.
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Teaching, real teaching, isn’t about separating the wheat from the chaff, but
about finding the fecund grain in each and every student. Teaching means stepping
away from one’s self and one’s pride and focusing exclusively on the students the
teacher is tasked with instructing. I’ve come to distrust anyone who tells me what a
good teacher they are, or who has students flocking after them down the hall, competing for attention. A good teacher doesn’t need that; their students move on successfully and without comment or notice—or most of them do. A good teacher
doesn’t weed out a class, starting with 25 students and ending up with ten.
Invisible and underpaid, good teachers spend countless hours thinking about
the students in their classes and about what’s going to work this time and with this
particular group of students. A good teacher fails to reach goals, fails all the time
and constantly asks why, while recognizing that no answer will be universal. If their
students come out of the course with a little more poise and confidence than they
had when they went it—or a tad greater skills and knowledge (though these may not
be of the quantifiable sort), the teacher has succeeded, even though no one, not even
a student, may have noticed.
Good teachers know that failure is part of the curriculum, not failure by the
students but teacher failure leading to something new, failure that teaches both instructor and students. A good teacher takes risks so that students can learn from
them and take chances of their own, perhaps more intelligent chances.
Good teachers are not those who hanker to teach honors students, who wish to
bask in reflected glory from the achievements of those who attended their classes.
Good teachers don’t care to segregate students but are willing to engage with even
“difficult” learners. They know they will not succeed equally with every student,
that some need things they can’t give, but they give what they can and direct students
to those places that might be better for them. Teaching styles and effectiveness, good
teachers know, work differently with different personalities. Good teachers recognize the value of exposing students to a range of pedagogies and personalities. Their
way is never the only way; they know that different students learn differently and
that the constrictions of educational systems are hinderances to be overcome not
means for excusing failure.
Teaching is not about stars, either at the front of the room or among the students.
Teaching is about learning, and about constantly learning the myriad ways of
it. It’s about striving, not about success—and it’s about exploration, not about
roadmaps and destinations. These may be important, but following the path and
reaching predetermined goals are far from the whole of it.
Good teachers, unheralded, know this.
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Conclusion
Presence, the teacher present with the student in an environment dedicated to
and supportive of education. That’s the real hope for the future. As long as we have
dedicated teachers who can be present in student lives, any system of education can
succeed. As long as the teachers are dedicated to education and their mission is
supported by parents, politicians, funders and even administrators, the education
embarked upon by the young can be facilitated and strengthened.

“Presence”: In Education, That’s the Real Key to
Success
11/20/19
A commenter who signs herself “RAB” posted, in response to one of my posts,
about something that has been gnawing at me for a long time, the lack of “presence”
of faculty in student lives. I had never used that particular word as I worked over
what we both see happening, but it is a good one.
The advocates of online learning, of digital this and digital that, don’t understand the importance of “presence,” or don’t want to, but most of us who have spent
considerable time in classrooms know just how critical it is, no matter what we may
call it. We should all be paying a great deal of attention to it.
RAB writes, in part (emphasis mine):
In a career nudging fifty years now, I have come to believe that true hospitability and communication in an academic setting depends first and foremost on PRESENCE.
The instructor has to reliably BE somewhere; the student has
to have access to occasions and places for human exchange
within the array of educational opportunities, stressors, and
needs; and ideally, life allows for the ease that enables patience within the presence. Working against this essential condition is the reality of the part-time-faculty schedule, which
rarely includes the luxury of random availability or random
unscheduled interactions beyond required (and tightly-scheduled) office hours or brief exchanges just before or after class.
Adding a layer of difficulty despite the best of training and
intentions are “student services” departments where some
students, at least, go with problems and issues and wind up
with more layers between student and instructor. All of these
factors put a greater burden of interaction on full-time faculty,
and deprive part-time faculty of some of the deepest joys of
teaching and of academic life. I think most academics are
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willing to find needed accommodations, are eager to foster
exchange of views, consider students to be interesting human
beings rather than needy aliens, and welcome opportunities to
learn from their students–and in one of the departments where
I teach I see full-time (and some part-time) colleagues doing
these things very well and warmly indeed, and working to
make more such opportunities available. But I fear our institutional and bureaucratic realities get in the way more often
than not.
An uncoordinated but effective campaign to undercut the position of “teacher”
in American society over the past forty years has eroded the trust needed in educators for what RAB writes about to almost nothing, leading to the constricting of the
teacher’s role to the classroom only (where it is often further limited by external
curricula) and, more and more, even diminishing the classroom altogether, turning
the learning experience into a solitary exercise before a screen. This is having baleful consequences for American education.
We educators aren’t doing enough to fight this. We don’t even know who to
target. Or how. We simply throw up our hands as, each year, the mechanization and
bureaucratization of education becomes closer and closer to completion, with real
educators having a smaller and smaller role.
When I was an undergraduate toward the end of the era of real personal engagement between students and their teachers (close to fifty years ago), my teachers
were part of my life. We socialized with them and their families, and they mentored
us in ways extending far beyond the classroom.
But Beloit College, the small, midwestern school I graduated from, is at a far
remove (and not just a temporal one) from the, fairly typical in this regard, City
University of New York campus where I teach—and it is getting farther. At a “vertical” urban campus, both students and faculty drop in for class—and not much
more. With a ratio of about 40 students to every full-time faculty member, it’s much
harder to build relationships between students and faculty than where is was more
like ten to one—harder still, when all of us commute to campus, often for an hour
each way (like me) or even more.
To make matters worse, we rely heavily on adjuncts to teach many of our
courses—in my department, there are more than two adjuncts for every full-timer,
and I wouldn’t be surprised if they teach more than half our classes. The adjuncts
have limited office space and little reason to stay on campus beyond one paid office
hour a week. They often have another campus to rush off to, anyway. None of us,
as a result, is able to be the presence in student lives that my professors were at
Beloit.
Though the over-reliance on adjuncts has arisen as a cost-saving measure, it is
not as much of one as administrators might like to believe. As RAB points out, student support services have grown alongside the use of adjuncts, taking over some
of the duties that full-timers alone can no longer be expected to perform. But, again
as RAB points out, this promotes a further distancing between student and teacher.
Not only that, but it diminishes the efficacy of advisement. The best advisers are
teachers, for they know what goes on in classrooms and can provide a kind of
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support that non-teaching support staff cannot. There’s no need to go into why that
is here, beyond pointing out that, when I had a heavy advisement role on my own
campus, I consoled students in tears at least once a week, students who had been
rebuffed by other offices on campus. Not by teachers, but by staff nominally there
to make student life easier. From what I understand, my campus is no different from
any other large public institution.
Teachers, whose specialty is finding ways to connect with students, are often
best positioned to deal with student problems. Yet that function becomes a smaller
and smaller part of a teacher’s job as fewer and fewer are hired with that expectation
(adjuncts are not) and more and newer levels of “support specialists,” people with
little experience as classroom teachers, emerge.
The encroachment of administration into arenas once considered belonging to
faculty is well documented. But, for all the problems it engenders, it continues. Today, hiring committees are overseen by lawyers and syllabi are constrained by bureaucrats whose boilerplate dominates the classroom more and more each year.
Much of this is mandated by outside forces, especially in public colleges and universities, but the administrators don’t complain and don’t fight it—naturally, for it
expands their power over faculty.
That it also adds another remove between faculty and student doesn’t bother
them at all. And, again, it confirms RAB’s fears.
Real teaching requires real presence—and presence in student lives that extends far beyond classroom and office hours. When that presence is constrained, it
becomes less and less effective. Yes, there are way too many cases where faculty
have overstepped boundaries in their relations with students, but it is unfair to students to limit interaction because some fail or lead to exploitation. There are other
ways the problems can be addressed.
To start, we can at least start stressing the importance of presence.
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